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 Abstract  
 
This paper dives into Lacanian psychoanalysis with the aim of unraveling the nature of desire. 
Psychoanalysis will further enable us to understand the influence of contemporary cinema on its 
spectators. Starting by explaining a selected range of Lacanian concepts, this paper will analyze 
the movie Birdman (2015), with the structural focus on three chosen aspects of desire: 
authenticity, recognition and nothingness. From the analysis we have learned that due to the 
nature of desire, the three aspects all intertwine. When applying these aspects of desire on to the 
protagonist, the paper explores the processes that constructs and drives desire within the 
Lacanian subject. Subsequently, the paper continues into a discussion on how cinema influences 
its spectators, involving the technicalities and the narrative of cinema. To do this, the paper will 
draw on Jean-Louis Baudry and Slavoj Žižek. What the discussion examines, is how the 
cinematographic magic and fictional freedom, enables the spectator to derive narcissistic and 
voyeuristic enjoyment from gazing at the screen. The paper concludes that cinema's influence on 
spectators involves a complex process of mirrored identification and the forging of desire.  
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1. Introduction 
 
Since the invention of the camera, people from all over the world have been drawn to the magic 
of film and cinema. For more than a century, film has been utilized as an instrument for a wide 
variety of purposes, ranging from historical understanding to artistic development and has even 
been used as a source of propaganda, and its relevance does not seem to deteriorate. This testifies 
to an unspoken, yet powerful relationship between the spectator and cinema. It seems that the 
very core function of cinema lies within its ability to influence its spectators. No matter the 
narrative or the content of a movie, we as spectators find in ourselves an enjoyment and a desire 
to indulge ourselves with the wonders and the terrors of cinematic expression.      
 
This point of reference urges us to pose certain further questions: 
What is the nature and function of desire? What is the relationship between the spectator and 
cinema? Which processes of identification occurs between the spectator and the screen? And 
what does the spectator unconsciously desire when he enters the theater?  
 
In order to adequately investigate these questions, we draw on Jacques Lacan’s theories and 
concepts. The paper will especially be using the concepts of the mirror stage and objet petit a, 
but will also draw on other Lacanian concepts. These theories and terms will be applied to the 
movie Birdman (2015) with particular attention on examining the function of the three aspects of 
desire: authenticity, recognition and nothingness in the protagonist, Riggan. This will lead us on 
into a discussion on how cinema works as an apparatus for transmitting desire onto the spectator. 
These two emphasizes are chosen with the intention of creating an understandable segue into 
how the desires of humans operate. In order to support and take in new perspectives on the 
claims that we put forward, we will involve the reflections of thinkers such as Slavoj Žižek and 
Jean-Louis Baudry.  
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1.1 Problem formulation 
In the undertaking of coherently formulating all the above into one problem, which allows us to 
enter the paper in a structured manner, we have derived at the following problem formulation:  
 
Authenticity, recognition and nothingness are three aspects of desire. How do these and other 
Lacanian psychoanalytical concepts allow for a deeper discussion on how cinema can influence 
its spectators?  
 
1.2 Motivation  
As a scholar of psychoanalysis, Jacques Lacan received much criticism on the grounds of the 
controversiality of his theories. The boldness of the theories can in many ways be compared to 
that of Freud’s around half a century earlier, when the thoughts of Freud were shocking the 
higher society along with the academic world. The idea of an unconscious, structured like a 
language, and existing outside of the Self in connection to the repressed and traumatic material 
of one’s past, is the only thing, which, according to Lacan can be defined as Real. Statements 
like these have caused the rise of an opposition to the Lacanian way of thinking, condemning it 
for being intangible and pretentious. Still, the Lacanian approach to psychoanalytic therapy is 
today being utilized vastly around the world, attesting the recognition Lacan has attained within 
the past few decades. But how did this happen? How can Lacan’s theories, which complexity 
makes them extremely difficult to read, have entered the worldwide intellectual 
conceptualization, and still not have entered our everyday vocabulary? By utilizing the movie 
Birdman as an exemplifying framework of analysis, we strive towards a greater understanding of 
Lacan, whose work has come to influence the postmodern schools of psychology and philosophy 
immensely.   
 
The availability and presence of cinema, in our modern Western society, is at its peak. But what 
does our inclination to watch movies tell us about our innermost desires and fantasies? What 
exactly happens in the relationship between the screen and the spectator? And how can this 
relationship be understood differently according to the focal points of content and structure? As 
students of the humanities, our interest lies within the questioning of the essential nature of that 
which moves humans. Hence, we have set ourselves out on a quest for comprehension of the 
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relationship between what Lacanian psychoanalysis defines as the inner realm of desire and the 
desire that is provided through the cinematic experience. Such a comprehension, will allow us to 
understand, within a Lacanian theoretical framework, what processes take place, when we sit 
down and welcome a realm of cinematic magic into our heads.  
 
1.3 Dimensions  
 
Subjectivity and Learning 
In this paper we have used the dimension of ‘Subjectivity & Learning’ to execute the analysis of 
the movie Birdman in accordance with Lacanian psychoanalysis. Lacan set out to renew the 
theories of Freud and hence to explain the depth of human subjectivity. Psychoanalysis is an 
analysis of the psyche, that is to say, a disassembling of our mental life into components that can 
be scrutinized more or less independently as well as together. Moreover, the psyche as a whole 
can also be viewed as a component of bigger structures, namely family, society etc. In this 
project we wish to place our focus on the interplay between the subject and cinema. The subject 
should here be understood to entail the inner processes of psychological development and 
cinema as a product of society.  
  
Text and Sign 
This dimension has been utilized in our analysis, in which we offer a textual analysis of the 
movie Birdman. Although quotes have mainly referred to Alejandro Iñárritu’s screenplay, 
cinematic nuances like lighting, usage of music, mise-en-scene etc. have further influenced our 
perception of the film immensely. Due to our problem formulation and focus of the project, we 
are analyzing Birdman through a Lacanian psychoanalytical perspective, applying concepts of 
Lacan in trying to explain the psychic relationships between the characters presented, their 
development and actions. Furthermore Lacan’s theory of the Symbolic is build upon the 
argument that the human unconscious is structured like a language. Lacan has been vastly 
inspired by some of the most acknowledged linguists of modern age such as Ferdinand de 
Saussure (1857 - 1913) and structuralist Claude Lévi-Strauss (1908 - 2009), in composing this 
theory.  
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Philosophy and Science 
This dimension was used mainly in the explanatory part of this project. Lacan, who is the one we 
are trying to come to terms with, has his intellectual foundation in continental philosophy, that is 
to say, in philosophers like Hegel, Husserl and Sartre who have developed dialectical philosophy 
and phenomenology. As mentioned above, Lacan was also inspired by the philosophical 
movement of structuralism which he is now considered to be a key proponent of, as well as its 
development into post-structuralism. Our purpose of this project has not been to explain or 
question the therapeutic practices of Lacanian psychoanalysis, but rather to delve into a deeper, 
more philosophical comprehension of Lacan’s concepts and theories. This also means that our 
analysis is written from an existential psychoanalytic standpoint. The three themes, authenticity, 
recognition and nothingness, which we have chosen to analyze desire upon, are themes all linked 
to existential problematiques. Thus, our project has ultimately been an evolution of thought, in 
which the process of obtaining knowledge has been the focus, rather than writing a solution 
oriented project.  
 
1.4 Methodology 
This project was born out the idea of unnatural versus natural desire. To investigate this topic, we 
intended to use Jacques Lacan. We wanted to discuss whether desire are innate characteristics or 
if they are a result of the surrounding environment. However this would most likely have been 
too extensive for our limited time. Our aim became to understand and explain the concepts of 
Lacan, in order to better understand the notion of desire. As mentioned before this project 
analyzes existential problematiques in a psychoanalytical framework, focusing on the process of 
comprehension rather than aiming to present a solution to a problem. We were initially inspired 
by Slavoj Žižek’s method of applying Lacanian theory on cinema, and hence we decided to use 
cinema in order to make his concepts more tangible. Our choice fell on ‘Birdman: The 
Unexpected Virtue of Ignorance’.  
 
The way we have gone about attaining the knowledge we needed to write the project, has been 
by reading primary and secondary literature, watching Birdman, interpreting the theory, and then 
applying the concepts to the movie and analyzing the outcome. Due to time and page limitation 
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the explaining of the concepts will inevitably be simplified considering their original depth and 
complexity.  
 
Lacan’s work is notoriously hard to understand due to his eccentric and complicated language. 
Lacan was inspired by surrealism and Dadaism and was known for having friendships with artist 
such as Picasso and Salvador Dali. This might have influenced and inspired his way of 
formulating himself during his seminars. His theories can be compared to a painting or a piece of 
art, in the way that each individual interprets and understands the piece differently. This means 
that trying to be objective when understanding his theory is challenging. Hence, when explaining 
and applying Lacan’s concepts there will be subjective interpretations to some degree in the way 
the person has chosen to make meaning and sense of the concepts. Our project has been 
influenced by the complexity of understanding Lacan.  
 
In understanding Lacan, one must look at his primary source and how this work was created and 
formed. Lacan himself almost has not written any papers and exclusively held lectures, which 
have been transcribed by students of Lacan. We began by reading about Lacan in the book 
Jacques Lacan written by Sean Homer. In this book, Homer explains Lacan’s concepts in an 
easily digestible and comprehensible manner. Since only a few of us knew Lacan prior to this 
project, a basic understanding of Lacan was needed before diving into the perplexing and heavy 
primary literature. We have been reading in accordance with the hermeneutic method, where we 
continuously attain new understanding, which helps us to proceed to read something else and 
understand that. 
 
The reason why we have limited our literature on Lacanian concepts to Sean Homer’s book and 
Slavoj Žižek’s writings, are because we wanted to use as little secondary literature as possible. 
We read Homer to get an understanding of Lacan. However, we have tried to keep the 
referencing to the Ecrits, our first hand source. The reason for this is that the knowledge Homer 
is portraying is his own interpretation of Lacan, and that the reader therefore only is provided 
with a certain perspective. As Jakob Feldt, one of our progression course lecturers, said, 
“Sources are like windows”. Therefore, Homer’s book was mainly used as a general introduction 
to Lacan. 
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However we did encounter a few issues when reading Lacan. One philological limitation we 
encountered was that we were not able to read the original version of Ecrits, since none of us are 
fluent in French. Alas, we’ve had to settle with the English translation. The reason why this 
could pose a problem is that French words do not necessarily translate directly to English. To 
counter this, the translators has kept certain words in French and then further explained them 
with their own words in English.  
 
In understanding Lacan we chose to keep our primary focus on the mirror stage. This is because 
of the fact that Lacan’s theories are so extensive and that we were limited by time. By reading 
‘The mirror stage as Formative of the I function’, a chapter in Ecrits written by Lacan, we 
gained a basic foundation to further our understanding of the rest of his theories. 
 
Furthermore, we have been aware of how to argue for our point of view. A way to create a firm 
and valid argument is to initially state two premises that we know are true. When that is done the 
argument can then be made. An example of how we use this way of arguing for our beliefs is: 
 
1. Premise. The ego emerges when the subject sees its own mirror image, where the ego is 
situated. That is to say, the ego is not central to the subject. 
2. Premise. Alienation is the circumstance of being foreign to oneself, of being 
decentralized. 
3. Conclusion. Therefore, the subject is fundamentally alienated. 
 
Here, as an example of an argument, we have reproduced a very simple version of Lacan’s 
argument that the subject is alienated in its very being. Of course it could be generally 
reproached whether the premises are true or not, but if we stay within a Lacanian framework, 
which we do in this paper, we can assume them to be true. Moreover, the validity of the 
argument is based on the dichotomy of centrality and de-centrality, which ensures the logical 
cohesion of the argument. 
 
In the process of understanding Lacan and using his concepts to argue for the observations we 
make during the film, we divided Lacan’s concepts and theories individually within the group. 
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The problem in this method of working is that Lacan’s concepts are interconnected. This means 
that in order to understand one concept, one most know of the other. We have tried to discuss 
each concept in plenum in order to get on the same page, yet we have struggled to completely 
agree on everything. This, however, might not necessarily be entirely unconstructive, since this 
has forced us to discuss the concepts and in turn has furthered our understanding of Lacan.  
 
2. Explanatory  
2.1 Sigmund Freud  
In order to fully understand the birth of psychoanalysis, one must take a look at Sigmund Freud’s 
revolutionary theories on the human psyche and mind. Therefore, the following part will explain, 
and give an introduction to, the father of psychoanalysis, Sigmund Freud. The introduction will 
include a short biography and elucidate some of Freud’s ideas, which, amongst others, have 
inspired various scholars, including Jacques Lacan. Hence, in order to understand Lacan, one 
must beforehand have an idea of what Freud’s theories entail. 
  
Sigmund Freud (1856-1939) was a neurologist and psychiatrist. He is famously known as the 
founder of psychoanalysis. Freud began studying medicine in Vienna in 1873. However, he was 
not very intrigued by the medicinal practice. Rather, he was drawn to physiological research, 
which is why Freud in 1886 opened a neuropsychiatric practice together with Joseph Breuer, 
who was Freud’s mentor. Back then Hysteria was a joint term of all the different diagnoses of 
mental illnesses. Freud and Breuer experimented with a practice of letting the patients speak 
about their early lives, which in some (but not all) cases led to curing the patients. Freud 
concluded that a traumatic event in early life was the source of the symptoms the patients later 
suffered from. He was convinced that the trauma had been forgotten or repressed by the patient, 
and if the patient would be confronted with it, then he or she will be cured. This was the 
foundation of psychoanalysis (Harré, 2006). The British Psychoanalytical Society explains that:  
 
“ [...] psychoanalysis is based on the theory that early relationships with parents, childhood 
experiences of, love, loss, sexuality and death all lay down patterns in the mind which provide 
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unconscious ‘templates’, which have enduring effects on psychological functioning and are the 
source of conflicts which can block development”  
(What is Psychoanalysis, 2013). 
 
Furthermore, they explained that this way of viewing the mind provides a milieu where the 
before mentioned unconscious patterns can be brought to awareness. This in turn creates the 
possibility that the patient can perceive himself at a deeper level, thus being able to recognize the 
unconscious powers that are forming his life and continuously creates disturbing relationships.    
 
Freud eventually left Breuer to pursuit studying on his own. In studying, Freud founded a lot of 
the basics for the development of modern psychology.  
 
“He proposed a new way of looking at the mind. It is not an entity, immaterial or material, nor is 
it any kind of substance, but a flow of psychic energy. The source of psychic energy in each 
individual is the instinctive need for sensual pleasure, gathered under a common category, 
‘sex’” (Harré, 2006: 275).                                                                                                                         
 
Freud saw the Self as an iceberg, with only a tiny bit apparent while the rest is hidden beneath 
the surface, only becoming apparent through research. Freud divided the Self into three 
categories: the ego, the superego, and the id, or consciousness, conscience, and the unconscious, 
making the tripartite model as it was named. According to Freud, these three agencies cause the 
mind to be a field of tension, repression and battle. The id is the primitive and instinctive part of 
the unconscious, where the sexual drives and impulses exist. The ego is the conscious part, 
which is the mediator between the id and super-ego. It works by reason and tries to please the 
drives of the id but have to control it according to society’s norms and rules. Finally, there is the 
super-ego, which is the consciousness and moral part of the mind. It controls the id’s impulses, 
e.g. sexual taboos that are frowned upon by society. The super-ego is therefore in constant battle 
with the id trying to control it in order to function in society. The id and the super-ego are both 
primarily concerned with their own needs, neglecting the person as whole (Berg, 2003: 53).  
 
Freud also researched in dreams and the interpretation of them. Dreams are, according to him, 
connected to the unconscious. Dreams are always wish-fulfilling in Freud’s eyes but become 
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distorted by the super-ego and repressed material. Freud further categorizes the content of 
dreams in two categories known as the latent and the manifest. The latent content is the part, 
where all of the repressed feelings and fantasies are. The manifest on the other hand, is blurrier 
and is without meaning. The manifest content, even though hard to comprehend, may still hide 
some latent content, but might be too abstract for the dreamer to be able to comprehend (Harré, 
2006). 
 
On the 23rd of September 1939 Sigmund Freud died of cancer in his jaw. Freud’s legacy is still 
thriving long after his death. It is a legacy that has spanned from inspiring various elite 
intellectuals to be an inspiration for the broad public, who may conduct their life using Freudian 
terms and ideas (Harré, 2006). 
2.2 Jacques Lacan  
Now that the reader has been introduced to the work of Freud, he is ready to learn about Lacan’s 
theories, which build upon the ideas of Freud. The following chapter will briefly introduce 
Lacan, and the most important milestones of his life and career. Further exploration into specific 
Lacanian thoughts and terms will be done later in the paper. 
 
Jacques Lacan (1901-1981) was raised in a Catholic family, but later in life became an atheist. 
Categorized as being too thin, Lacan was rejected by the military in 1920, he instead commenced 
a study of medicine. In 1926 Lacan specialized in psychiatry. His first texts were written towards 
the end of the 1920’s (Johnston, 2014).    
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                    
In 1932 he got his doctorate for writing his thesis On Paranoid Psychosis in its Relations with 
the Personality. Lacan was interested in a wide amount of various fields apart from psychiatry 
and psychoanalysis. Some of these were philosophy, art (especially surrealism), and literature. 
His interest in these fields has since influenced Lacan’s lectures and thinking to a very large 
degree (Johnston, 2014).    
 
In 1934 Lacan became a member of a French psychoanalytic association called, Société 
Psychanalytique de Paris (SPdP). SPdP is a forum where psychoanalysts can pitch their ideas 
and give lectures to others within the same field of occupation. Lacan’s first presentation on the 
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mirror stage was in Marienbad, Germany, at an IPA (International Psychoanalytic Association) 
conference in 1936. This presentation was stopped prematurely, because Lacan lectured longer 
than he was allowed to (Johnston, 2014).    
 
During WWII, Lacan, like many others within the psychoanalytical society, was hindered in 
publishing anything. Despite that, the war did contribute to his research in the sense of being an 
inspiration for multiple articles in the later published Ecrits. In 1949 Lacan created a more 
complete and comprehensive version of the mirror stage, a version that we elaborate on later in 
the paper (Johnston, 2014).   
 
Lacan began hosting weekly meetings in 1951 with the other members of the SPdP. During his 
years in the SPdP Lacan began criticizing the established psychoanalytic society, which he 
accused of scrambling Freud’s thoughts. Lacan was rebelling against SPdP and their rules of 
engagement, including the length of the lectures, and eventually left the association in 1953. 
Lacan formed the Société Française de Psychanalyse (SFP) with other scientists that also left the 
SPdP that same year. Because of Lacan’s personality he struggled to have SFP licensed in the 
IPA. This meant that the SFP eventually expelled Lacan from the association in 1963. This was 
an ultimatum by the IPA. Being excluded from the SFP meant for Lacan that he lost his 
membership from the IPA as well. Along with other scientists and some of his students, Lacan in 
1964 established the École Freudienne de Paris, in which he was the only leader. This was the 
year that Lacan began his public lectures, which through the years became very famous and 
gathered a large audience. The audience was not only the members of the psychoanalytical 
society (as was the case in the earlier associations, which Lacan was a part of), but also students, 
artists, generally a very versatile audience (Johnston, 2014).    
 
In 1966 Lacan had his big breakthrough with the publishing of his book Ecrits, which is an 
assembly of his articles. Before this Lacan had only published one book, which was his doctorate 
thesis. Ecrits became a bestseller, and made Lacan famous, and known to the broad public as 
“The French Freud”. Lacan kept lecturing until 1980, where he dissolved his École Freudienne 
de Paris, because he lost his superior control of it, due to its vast membership count. Lacan died 
a year later in 1981 (Johnston, 2014).    
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2.3 An account of Lacanian concepts 
On the background of having already acknowledged the vast complexity and depth of Lacan’s 
theories, we have chosen a select few of his concepts, which we find relevant in enabling us to 
apprehend the influence that cinema has on desire. As mentioned before, in understanding Lacan 
we deemed it necessary to first focus on the mirror stage, described by both Freud and Lacan, in 
order to fully grasp the formation of the I. This will then allow for, and lead us into, investigating 
the desire that influence and construct the I and the other. The focus is, thus, on the nature of our 
desire, which comes to form and effect the creation of the I. We have further chosen, to focus on 
Lacanian theory of the Imaginary, the Symbolic and the Real with attention to specific concepts 
that will all be applied later in the analysis. These concepts will underline and support the effect 
and function of desire as seen through Birdman. 
 
2.4 The Imaginary 
 
2.4.1 Influence of Phenomenology 
Before explaining Lacan’s concepts of the Imaginary and the mirror stage, we would like to 
shortly present in what way the philosophical movement of phenomenology influenced Lacan. 
 
At the heart of phenomenology there is the notions of consciousness and pure phenomenon. The 
German philosopher Edmund Husserl (1859-1938), the founder of this movement in philosophy, 
advocated for a less speculative sort of philosophy that concerned itself with our first-person 
experience (Homer, 2005: 19). For our purposes here, what is important to take note of, is what 
Heidegger (1889-1976), the most famous of Husserl's pupils, called the project, “Human 
subjectivity or what we call existence involves this constant process of projecting oneself out on 
to the world and into the future.” (Homer, 2005: 20) Heidegger's insight is to transcend our 
arbitrary positioning in time and space, which he posits to be our most fundamental desire, we 
project ourselves outside. To illustrate this idea, we can recall the common perception of the 
romantic poet, because he stands in such a stark contrast to the phenomenologist. While the 
romantic poet writes and sings about his unlimited and painfully endless inner feelings and 
emotions with an unfathomable talent that can only be explained by the depth of his soul; the 
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phenomenologist would point outwards to his projections and describe what they tell him about 
himself. The phenomenologist ex-sists. 
 
Lacan was further influenced by another disciple of phenomenology, the famous French 
existentialist Jean-Paul Sartre (1905-80). What Lacan took from Sartre was his distinction 
between subject and ego. “[The ego] is outside in the world. It is a being of the world, like the 
ego of another.” (Sartre, 1991 [1957]: 31). This distinction, as we shall see, was essential for 
Lacan's development of the mirror stage. So what we have to break with, when we try to 
understand Lacan, is the very tantalizing idea that we will find a core, bedrock or some kind of 
fundamental nucleus when we look inwards. Essentially there is no essence to us. 
 
2.4.2 The Mirror Stage 
On the 17th of July, 1949, in Zürich at the sixteenth international Congress of Psychoanalysis 
Lacan presented his concept of the mirror stage - again. Already 13 years before the fact, at the 
fourteenth congress, he had presented it, but no more than 10 minutes in he had been stopped by 
the congress president, and on the same day, maybe in an act of protest, Lacan had left the 
congress. This rejection set the tone of Lacan’s relationship to the conservative International 
Psycho-Analytical Association (IPA) for the rest of his career, and can also be read as one of the 
reasons why it took 13 years before he finished his presentation. On the other hand, all 
presentations at the congress were only given ten minutes on the floor, and since Lacan did not 
even submit his essay to the volume of the congress, the IPA is technically not to blame for not 
publishing and, in a way, recognizing him (Homer, 2005). This spite towards the IPA can also be 
detected in his earliest document on the mirror stage from the first mentioned congress in 1949, 
as he starts his introduction with underlining how the ‘French group’ now accepts him.  
 
“The conception of the mirror stage I introduced at our last congress thirteen years ago, having 
since been more or less adopted by the French group, seems worth bringing to your attention 
once again - especially today given the light it sheds on the I function in the experience 
psychoanalysis provides of it” (Lacan, 2007: 94).  
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So, to begin understanding the mirror stage, let us ask the question: what light does the mirror 
stage indeed shed on the ‘I function’? Firstly, Lacan takes point of departure in a comparison 
between the six months old human toddler and the baby chimpanzee. Although the toddler is 
lagging behind in instrumental intelligence at this point, it can already recognize its own mirror 
reflection, but it does not end there. The toddler is absorbed by its image, and in spite of not yet 
being able to properly walk, it struggles to stand up with the help of some support from the 
immediate environment, and joyously experience how it manipulates its own whole up-right 
image in the mirror (Lacan, 2007: 75).  
 
It is important for Lacan to note the pleasure that the toddler obtains of the situation. The toddler, 
not mastering its motoric skills just yet, sees in the mirror a whole and unified body that 
profoundly contrasts its own fragmented experience. Or as professor Paul H. Fry of Yale 
University puts it in his transcribed introduction to Lacan in theory: “In other words, [the 
toddler] sees something which is coherent, coordinated, and really rather handsome. "Oh," 
[laughs] it says, "Wow, you know, I'm [laughs] okay." ” (Fry, 2009)  
 
So, in many ways the toddler seems to identify with the image in the mirror, but this 
identification is for Lacan outmost deceitful and treacherous. For Lacan, this, “identification is 
crucial, because without it the child would never be able to view itself as a whole self”. (Homer, 
2005: 25). Simultaneously however, alienation happens. The child now feels whole, but it comes 
at a price: the child feels whole through the image – through an-other, hence alienation. Here we 
can see how Lacan was influenced by Sartre’s distinction between subject and ego. The subject 
is forever alienated since its center, it's ego or I, is decentralized, that is to say, that the sense of 
wholeness is found, not in ourselves, but outside - in mirrors and its like. “For the total form of 
his body, by which the subject anticipates his maturation of his power in a mirage, is given to 
him only as a gestalt, that is, in an exteriority [...]” (Lacan, 2006: 76). Lacan says that this is the 
moment of the ego’s emergence. The ego is formed when the child ‘organizes’ and constitutes 
the properties of the image. Lacan therefore says that the ego is the effect of images: in short, the 
imaginary function. This, the imaginary function, is one of the places where Lacan turns away 
from Freud’s use of Ego. For Lacan the ego is formed by the Imaginary – because the child 
refuses to accept the thought of fragmentation/alienation. The function of the ego is therefore to 
15 
 
maintain the illusion of wholeness and coherence. For Freud the ego is prioritized above the 
unconscious and also sees the ego as the Self. In other words, the ego is formed because the 
subject refuses to accept that it is alienated and fragmented. This is sometimes referred to as lack 
of being. For Lacan, alienation “is precisely this ‘lack of being’ through which the infant’s 
realization lies in an-other place” (Homer, 2005: 26). In other words, the child is not alienated 
from someone or something. The subject is alienated in its very being. When a child sees its 
reflection in a mirror, it gains self-awareness. This self-awareness is something, which originates 
in the mirror – outside of the subject. Alienation and lack of being is therefore two very similar 
concepts.  
 
2.4.3 Master-Slave dialectic 
Now that we have introduced alienation, we would like to explain the Master-Slave dialectic, 
which will help us, shed some light over the I’s relationship to the other. In the 1930’s Lacan 
went to a number of lectures held by philosopher Alexandre Kojève (1902-1968). Kojève 
lectured about dialectics. At this point, he was, in particular, lecturing about the German 
philosopher Hegel’s (1770-1831) views on dialectics. Dialectics, according to Hegel, refers to a, 
“mode of philosophical thought that stresses the inter-connectedness of phenomena and the unity 
of opposites” (Homer, 2005: 23).   
A way to get an understanding of this dialectic relationship, where one idea cannot exist without 
its opposite and that the two then, can be put in a box or labeled, is to look at the formula called 
‘thesis – anti-thesis – synthesis’.  The ‘thesis’ can for instance be me. The ‘anti-thesis’ in this 
example is you. Me and you, the thesis and anti-thesis are two opposites. One of these cannot 
exist without the other. Together these creates the ‘synthesis’, we. This synthesis then becomes a 
new thesis generating its own anti-thesis and so on. 
Both Hegel and Kojève were interested in the emergence of a self-conscious, also thought of as 
the transition from animal existence to human existence. According to Hegel, it is not enough 
that the human subject simply is conscious of it, but it has to be acknowledged or recognized by 
another human subject (Homer, 2005). To illustrate this Hegel created the Master-Slave 
dialectic. In this narrative the master and the slave are locked in their shared relationship of 
recognition. For the master to be a subject, he has to have the recognition of the slave. On the 
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other hand, the slave only knows that he is a slave, because his master recognizes him as one. 
The master and the slave are locked together in the sense that one cannot do without the other 
and at the same time. According to Lacan this relationship has the Imaginary written all over it. 
Both Hegel and Lacan wanted to reveal how each human being is, through the being of the other.  
 
Conclusively, the Imaginary can be looked upon as the domain for the formation of the ego. It is 
in the mirror stage, of unsymbolized sense perception and imaginary unity of the Self, that the 
ego is molded. Through the phenomenological process of projecting ourselves out into the world 
around us, as described by Heidegger, we come to understand ourselves as beings in the world. 
The mirror stage falsely assures us of a unity in our own Self. Here the ego is created, with the 
purpose of maintaining this illusion of unity. However, this is where the eternal struggle of the 
ego begins, as it is alienated from the original subject of fragmentation. This gap between the 
subject and the ego is also what later comes to create a similar rivalry between the subject and 
the other, as seen in Hegel’s Master-Slave dialectics. The mirror stage marks the transition from 
the Imaginary to the Symbolic order. The Imaginary is not to be understood as something we 
escape, but as something that exists prior to symbolization.  
 
2.5 The Symbolic 
2.5.1 Creating The Symbolic 
In the 1950’s, Lacan encountered one of his most revealing discoveries of his career when he set 
focus on the place of language in psychoanalysis and formulated his most important thesis: the 
unconscious is structured like a language (Homer, 2005: 33). Lacan’s vision was to elaborate the 
distinction between speech and language, an interconnection between the subject and I, and most 
importantly his central concepts of the signifier and the Symbolic. In 1953 in late September 
during the Rome Congress held at the Institute of Psychology at the University of Rome, Lacan 
presented The Function and Field of Speech and Language in Psychoanalysis or also know as 
The Roman Discourse. This text was seen as a founding document to set a new direction and a 
new school in psychoanalysis (ibid). In this section we would like to call attention to Lacan’s 
major influences in developing the Symbolic, and how desire can be approached through this. 
The Symbolic creates a bridge to the unconscious and the ways that we encounter our 
17 
 
unconsciousness along with stressing the importance of language. In creating these concepts 
Lacan was majorly influenced from the intellectual movement known as Structuralism, albeit 
Lacan was not a structuralist himself. 
 
2.5.2 Structuralism 
The French intellectual community was dominated by Structuralism in the 1950’s and 1960’s, 
and was used as a method of analysis ranging from mathematics to art and literary criticism. 
Structuralism was seen as capable of analyzing all human social phenomena. Today there are 
many intellectual thinkers placed in the group of Structuralism, nevertheless Structuralism comes 
to be associated with the work of a single person, the anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss (1908-
2009). 
Lévi-Strauss in his seminal study The Elementary Structure of Kinship analyzed the marriage in 
and kinship between ‘primitive’ societies (Homer, 2005: 35). Lévi-Strauss argued that in these 
societies the marriage relation represented the structure of society itself, thus that it is the 
elementary structure from where all following social relations are obtained. Lévi-Strauss further 
argued, that what was significant in this process is not so much the exchange of real people or 
women in this case, but the way women were transformed into signs and operated in a system of 
symbolic exchange. Already here we can see that the women are part of symbolic exchange, 
operating within determined social positions that regulate them as subjects of a system, without 
them noticing it. Thus, Lévi-Strauss saw women being merely as subjects operating within a 
system of language. Lacan took two very important points from Lévi-Strauss: 
“1. That there is an elementary structure – a single ‘unconscious’ structure – which can 
be seen to underlie all other kinship and social relations. 
  2. That what takes place within kinship systems is not the giving and taking of real 
persons in marriage but a process of symbolic exchange.” (Homer, 2005: 36). 
Another second major influence was Ferdinand de Saussure (1857 – 1913) whose most 
recognized work was Cours de linguistique générale has been described as nothing less than a 
‘Copernican revolution’ in the human and social sciences, in the sense that, “instead of men’s 
18 
 
words being seen as peripheral to men’s understanding of reality, men’s understanding of reality 
came to be seen as revolving about their social use of verbal signs” (ibid.). Saussure argued with 
traditional linguists who saw language being composed of different words, where every word has 
different meaning representations. When one thinks of the language we speak or write in, it 
consists of many components that we are not necessarily conscious of like grammar, vocabulary, 
word meanings in different connotations, syntax etc. However, these components determine the 
way in which we can and cannot use language in a meaningful way. Hence, language is a 
structure, a total system with its own rules that we unconsciously correlate to and we are 
governed by. In contrast to correspondence theory, which argues that every word we hear or say 
has an organic relationship between itself and the thing it represents, Saussure argues, put in 
Homer’s words, that: 
“[…] if I speak the word ‘tree’ or ‘chair’ we will all immediately conjure up conceptions of trees 
or chairs, but these images do not actually refer to a specific tree or chair in the material world. 
Instead, we are all thinking about different trees and chairs. What the word ‘tree’ refers to is not 
a ‘thing’ – a real tree – but a concept of a tree.” (Homer, 2005: 38). 
On this notion Saussure developed the theory of the linguistic sign – as for Saussure the word 
does not allude to any particular referent, but instead to a concept – therefore the linguistic sign 
consist of two elements, the word image and the concept, which are called the signifier and the 
signified. We have made it diagrammatically as: 
                  Signified [Concept] 
Sign →     ----------- 
                  Signifier [Sound pattern/word image] 
 
The relationship between the signifier and the signified is arbitrary and are determined by social 
conventions. In theory we can see that these two concepts do not correspond to the subject in the 
world, thus not creating any meaning in the material world if word does not correspond to a 
referent. Saussure argued, however, that the meaning is not found in individual signs, rather in 
the relationship between signs and the language system itself. (Homer, 2005: 38) Here are three 
important points Lacan learnt from Saussure’s theory of language: 
19 
 
1. “Language precedes consciousness; as speaking subjects we are born into language. 
2. Language does not reflect reality but rather one produces one’s experience within the 
constraints of the given language system and that language system, to some extent, 
conditions the nature of one’s experience. 
3. Language is not an absolute and fixed system within which a singular meaning can be 
located, but it is rather a set of differential relations” (Homer, 2005: 40). 
One might say that Saussure was the greatest inspiration to Lacan while developing the symbolic 
order. Albeit Lacan accepted the arbitrary nature of the linguistic sign, he still questioned two 
fundamental premises of Saussurean linguistics – prioritization of the signified over the signifier 
and indivisibility of the sign (ibid.). Lacan explains the relationship between the signified and the 
signifier in such a way: 
    “A train arrives at a station. A little boy and a little girl, brother and sister, are seated in a 
compartment face to face next to the window through which the buildings along the station 
platform can be seen passing as the train pulls to a stop. ‘Look’, says the brother, ‘we’re at 
Ladies!’; ‘Idiot!’ replies his sister, ‘Can’t you see we’re at Gentlemen’. “ (Homer, 2005: 41) 
So, what this example reveals is how the signifier penetrates the signified. The doors are of the 
same kind, so what distinguishes one toilet door from the other is nothing except the signifier 
above the doors. What Lacan urge is to reverse the priority Saussure entrusts upon the signified 
in the signifier/signified relation. Therefore, now Lacan’s reformulation of it is, 
Signifier 
––––––––– 
signified  (Homer, 2005). 
 
The bar between the Signifier and the signified demonstrates a fundamental division; the bar sets 
a division between meanings of each agent. The capitalized Signifier is there to stress the 
importance over the signified and the bar separates their meaning, so that the Signifier now does 
not any longer refer to the signified, but it refers to another Signifier, producing an infinite chain 
of signification. As long as there’s a language there will be meaning making signification. Also, 
each symbol’s meaning is not fixed as it is in constant act of signification, albeit Lacan is not 
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suggesting that there is no ‘fixed’ meaning at all, but he puts it in this way calling it as 
“anchoring points” or “points de caption” (Homer, 2005: 42). 
 
2.5.3 The Symbolic Order and the Big Other 
When Lacan first developed the Symbolic order, he stressed the importance of the signs and 
symbols and their meaning in the context of the linguistic systems. Lacan elaborated the system to 
explain how human lives are structured “|...| in accordance with the symbols which have 
emerged” (Homer, 2005: 43). What Lacan is saying is that once symbols have appeared 
everything will be structured in accordance to the Symbolic, the unconscious and the human 
subjectivity. The unconscious is made of signifying material and its process of signification is 
beyond our control, i.e. that we are not in control of our speech, and that everything we say is 
controlled by the language. 
Furthermore, Lacan defines the unconscious as the discourse of the Other. “The big Other is 
language, the symbolic order; this Other can never be fully assimilated to the subject; it is a 
radical otherness which, nevertheless, forms the core of our unconscious.” (Homer, 2005: 44). 
The Symbolic order, for Lacan marks the limit of the human universe. We articulate our desire 
through the Other, thus we do not know whether our desire is our own, or a mere reflection of the 
Other. Lacan’s Symbolic order is of great importance in his latter research and career, as he will 
develop many other theories upon the Symbolic. 
As previously mentioned Lacan was heavily influenced by structuralists such as Saussure and 
Lèvi-Strauss, and this eventually lead to Lacan’s theory of the Symbolic order and to him 
formulating the core argument of his theories that the unconscious is structured like a language. 
As mentioned before the Symbolic order creates the bridge to the unconscious and shows how 
we live in a structured system of language. Even though our unconscious is structured like a 
language there exist parts of our unconscious that are beyond symbolization. This leads us to 
Lacan’s theory of the Real, where we, amongst other things, will further expand on the concept 
of the discourse of the Other.  
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2.6 The Real  
Lacan’s Real is very important and equally difficult to understand. This has a lot to do with the 
fact that the Real, “is not a ‘thing’; it is not a material object in the world or the human body or 
even ‘reality’.“ (Homer, 2005: 81). Another difficulty with understanding the concept of the Real 
is that Lacan’s own understanding of the Real changes several times throughout his career. 
Lacan first mentions the Real in a published paper in the 1930’s. At this point the Real was a 
relatively undeveloped philosophical concept, which focused on ‘absolute being’ or ‘being-in-
itself”, meaning that the real was beyond the realm of images and appearances. Twenty years 
later, in 1955, the concept of the Real was furthered and elevated to one of the three registers 
(Imaginary, Symbolic and Real). Lacan describes the Real as something concrete, “an indivisible 
brute materiality that exists prior to symbolization” (Homer, 2005:82). An example of this brute 
pre-symbolic reality is given in Sean Homer’s Jacques Lacan as hunger, a need for food. Hence 
the Real is related to the body prior to its symbolization. Here it is important to note that the Real 
is the need that drives the hunger, not the object that satisfies it. The Real is, 
“the place from which that need originates and is pre-symbolic in the sense that we do not have 
any way of symbolizing it. We know that the real exists because we experience it and it enters 
discourse as a sign – the infant’s crying, but the place from which it originates is beyond 
symbolization” (Homer, 2005: 82). 
Therefore, the Real is not an object; rather it is something that is repressed and functions 
unconsciously. In other words, the Real does not exist, because existence is a product of thought 
and language. 
In 1964 Lacan’s idea of the Real changes. Whereas the Real was previously associated with 
need, such as hunger, Lacan now moves away from this understanding. The Real, however, is 
still everything, which cannot be symbolized. The Real is, according to Homer, “that which is 
beyond the symbolic and the imaginary and acts as a limit to both” (Homer, 2005: 83). More 
than everything, the Real is now associated with the concept of ‘trauma’. 
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2.6.1 Trauma 
What most people think of when they hear the word ‘trauma’ is either a physical wound or cut 
(or any bodily damage, really) or a psychological traumatic event, such as the death of a loved 
one or sexual abuse. The psychological traumas usually require some sort of therapy or 
professional help in order for the person to overcome and deal with his or her issue. 
Psychoanalysis, on the contrary, does not necessarily see trauma as something that happens to a 
person in reality, rather it is a psychical event. This psychic trauma comes from the conflict 
between an outside impulse and the subject’s lack of ability, in terms of being able to master and 
understand these impulses. An example of this conflict or confrontation can arise from a person’s 
premature encounter with sexuality and the inability to fully understand what is taking place. 
This, Freud says, will leave a psychological scar in the unconscious, which will resurface later in 
that person’s life. 
“The idea of trauma implies that there is a certain blockage or fixation in the process of 
signification. Trauma arrests the movement of symbolization and fixes the subject in an earlier 
phase of development” (Homer, 2005: 84).  
 
This means, Homer explains, that a memory, for instance, is fixed in a person’s mind. This 
causes the person a powerful mental disturbance and suffering, and no matter how that person try 
to rationalize and express this memory, it keeps returning and repeating the suffering. Here 
Lacan adds to the Freudian understanding of the trauma. Lacan says that the trauma is Real, 
because the trauma remains something that cannot be symbolized. This also reveals how the Real 
can never completely be immersed into the Symbolic. This is due to the fact that no matter how 
hard we try we can never fully explain and put words on our pain and suffering. Something will 
always be left, which cannot be symbolized, and it is this excess is the Real. 
 
2.6.2 Objet petit a 
The objet petit a, is also a concept which has been redefined numerous times by Lacan, and 
which should be understood in relation to all three registers. When discussing desire at a 
theoretical level, one of Lacan’s main points to be considered is that when we desire something, 
there exists no object that has the ability to satisfy our desire. The desire for something will 
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always involve a search for whatever it is that is missing. Taking the Oedipus complex as an 
example, the child desires what he imagines to be the Mother’s object of desire. Now, this object 
of desire of the mother, also knows as the phallus symbol, is not an object that can in fact be 
obtained, and so desire always revolves around the search for something which cannot possibly 
be found, and which was never actually there in the first place. Thus, desire always concerns 
itself with the concept of ‘lack’. Objet petit a, is captured within the constant feeling that we 
experience as desiring subjects, that something in our lives is missing. From the moment that any 
given subject wakes, he desires things, success, love and recognition. However, completely 
independently of how much love, money and recognition he will in fact assemble in the duration 
of one day, he will certainly go to bed feeling that there is still something more that could have 
possibly been attained. The objet petit a, is not only the gap or void that we feel when finding 
ourselves unsatisfied, it is also the thing that comes to fill that void momentarily, before we again 
find ourselves lacking. The objet petit a is our ‘object-course-of-desire’; in other words, it is the 
thing which is left behind of a subject when all desires have been shaven off a person. Since it is 
in its nature ‘non-existing’ and ever changing, it is also that leftover part of reality, which is 
beyond symbolization (Homer, 2005: 100).  
 
2.6.3 The Discourse of the Big Other  
According to Lacan, psychoanalysis should be understood as the science of the unconscious 
subject. The unconscious should be understood as being pre-ontological. This suggests that the 
study of the unconscious does not concern itself with the existence or being of an unconscious, 
but it rather lies beyond the questions of doubt or uncertainty, in the sphere of the unknown. The 
rules of the signifier are what govern the unconscious; by organizing the sensory images that we 
constantly take in, our unconscious subject constantly structures our surrounding world, without 
us taking any notice of it. Say for example, that we are looking at a ship. Besides from 
experiencing the visual sensation of seeing a ship, we can also hear seagulls screaming and smell 
the smell of seaweed. Without us taking any notice of an inner process, our unconscious 
connects these sensory images and hence establishes the understanding that we must be by the 
sea. However, if we have already established that we are not aware of the unconscious process, 
then how can we prove its existence, at all? The proof that there must exist an unconscious was 
described differently by Freud than Lacan, but build upon the same structural understandings. 
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Freud saw the manifestation of the unconscious in moments at which our unconscious defense 
mechanisms are at their lowest, that is when we sleep, when we experience ‘Freudian Slips’, 
through humor or in cases of mental illness. Lacan, on the other hand, sees the unconscious 
emerge, when there seems to be a rupture or a failure in our Symbolic register. Thus, having 
already defined the Symbolic order as being structured like a language, we most clearly see such 
ruptures when our language seems to fail (Homer, 2005: 81). 
 
When Lacan speaks about the unconscious as ‘the discourse of the Other’ he distinguishes 
between a small and a big Other. As described in our explanation of the mirror stage, we relate to 
the little other within the Imaginary, as wholesome, non-fractured egos. In the mirror stage, it is 
within the small other that we mirror ourselves as whole beings. On the contrary, the capitalized 
Other, is that otherness with which we cannot connect or assimilate to. It is the Symbolic order 
of language that we are born into, and which we must learn to obey, in order to enable ourselves 
to formulate and express our desires. Since the language we are born into, form the Symbolic 
structure that allows for communication between people, the big Other, also serves the purpose 
of communing the desires of the people surrounding us. 
 
“What psychoanalysis teaches us is that our desires are always inextricably bound up with the 
desires of others” (Homer, 2005: 70). 
 
Through language, desires of others, are constantly presenting themselves for us, shaping our 
own ideas of aspirations and desires. According to Lacan it makes no sense to think of desires 
without understanding the discourse through which they emerge and are expressed; this 
discourse is language (ibid.). Thus he explains the unconscious of the human as ‘the discourse of 
the Other’. 
 
2.6.4 Unconscious fantasy 
“Fantasy is an imagined scene in which the subject is a protagonist, and always represents the 
fulfilment of a wish” (Homer, 2005: 98). 
 
Within the platform of fantasy, our unconscious desires outlive themselves. It must be stressed, 
that we do not wish to concern ourselves with Laplanche’s and Pontalis’ conception of the 
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secondary fantasies, i.e. when we daydream or go over experiences known to happen. Rather, 
our focus is put upon the idea of primal fantasies. Our primal fantasies do not represent actual 
objects of desire per se, but it is what structures the way we desire. It is concerned with the 
setting in which we feel desire. Thus, fantasy is the medium that helps us organize our desires.  
Since desires always confront us with the dilemma of emptiness, we are forced to produce a 
hallucinated fulfillment and satisfaction of the given desire. Our inner most essential desires are 
always related to some of our most innate, earliest experiences with “[…] the rise and resolution 
of desires” (Homer, 2005: 99). The enjoyment of desires is found, not in the actual fulfillment, 
but in the structuring itself.  
 
“The space of fantasy,” writes Žižek, “functions as an empty surface, as a kind of screen for the 
projection of desires” (1992: 8). This idea, at which fantasy is being paralleled with the 
cinematic screen, has been of great importance for the study of cinematography. We will return 
to the significance of this, later in the project.  
 
Finally it is important to notice, that fantasy should be considered in contrast to what we 
understand to be reality. The purposes of the two are mutually exclusive of each other. Whenever 
we fantasize, it is never through a realization of our desire that brings us satisfaction, but it is 
rather the mere fantasy of having a desire that excites us. There is, however, something that 
mediates between our fantasies and our reality, which combines our understanding of the two 
realms. That is the concept of the Lacanian objet petit a. 
 
The Real should conclusively be understood as something repressed within the unconscious, and 
which in its association with trauma, is defined as being pre-symbolic. It is exactly in the 
blockage of the process of signification, that we give rise to traumas. Furthermore, Lacan 
explains that the way we shape our desires and later express them within a symbolic framework 
happens through the discourse of the Other. The objet petit a represents the constant feeling that 
something is lacking in our lives, due to the fact that we are desiring subjects. Our way to cope 
with this lack is through unconscious fantasies, that are hallucinations filling our desires. 
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2.7 Sexual Difference 
For the sake of the following analysis of Birdman, we have chosen to include a brief description 
of Lacan’s take on sexual difference. To account for everything Lacan has had to say about 
sexuality, both feminine and masculine, would be an enormous task. What will be the focus here 
is Lacan's controversial statement: there is no such thing as a sexual relationship (Homer, 2005: 
95). What this is supposed to mean is obviously not that people are not having sex, but that 
people are not sharing the same sexual relationship, even when they are having sex. That is to 
say that a harmonious and symmetrical sexual relationship between two subjects is impossible. 
 
In order to clarify this, we will draw on Žižek’s amusing illustration of this problem. When 
talking about fantasies, Žižek evokes a “ […] charming commercial for a beer shown on British 
TV” (e-book version, 2011: 38%), which goes as follows. A princess comes lightheartedly and 
cheerfully hopping down towards a stream, greeting the blue sky and the twittering birds on the 
way. To her big surprise and great enjoyment she spots a green frog croaking on a lily pad. She 
picks it up gently, and while in the palm of her hand she expresses her hopes that the frog will be 
a handsome man and then kisses it. The frog magically turns into a handsome man, who looks at 
the princess with a sly look before kissing her back. To his big surprise and great enjoyment, the 
princess has now turned into a can of beer and he probably lives happily ever after.  
 
What Žižek wants to point out with this commercial is the impossibility of the ‘normal’ sexual 
relationship, since we always have incompatible fantasies about each other. The woman 
fantasizes about how her kiss can to turn an ugly frog into a handsome man, a full phallic 
presence, while the man in his fantasy reduces the woman to a partial object, the cause of his 
desire. 
 
“On account of this asymmetry, there is no sexual relationship: we have either a woman with a 
frog or a man with a bottle of beer. What we can never obtain is the natural couple of the 
beautiful woman and man: the phantasmatic counterpart of this ideal couple would have been 
the figure of a frog embracing a bottle of beer – an incongruous image which, instead of 
guaranteeing the harmony of the sexual relationship, highlights its discord.” (Ibid.). 
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So, the fantasies of the two subjects in a sexual relationship can never be reconciled. What all of 
this points towards is that we, as desiring subjects, will always try to be seen as something the 
other does not see in us, and that we always see the other as something that the other is not.     
 
2.8 Courtly Love 
Courtly Love is a tradition of lyric poetry that originated in Provence, France, in the late eleventh 
and early twelfth century (Homer, 2005). Most people probably know it as a noble and 
aristocratic form of expression. Everyone can recall the stereotypical scene of a gallant knight 
standing (or maybe even kneeling, as if he was proposing) in a court filled with roses and other 
kinds of enchanting flora, while declaring his love through sublime poetry to his Lady, elevated 
and out of reach, on a balcony high above. This form of expression has been under intense 
scrutiny by Žižek and Lacan, which may seem out of place at first, but is because Courtly Love 
still continues to influence how we express love and desire today, both of them claim. For the 
purposes of this paper, what will be of interest to point out here is the parallel between Courtly 
Love and the effect or ‘magic’ of cinema. 
The first interesting claim that Žižek puts forward in his essay Courtly Love, or, Woman as Thing 
(1994), is that the Lady is as far from a warm, caring and tender person as they come. Although 
she is elevated to the ideal, the height of spiritual purification, in the poetry, she is in fact an “[...] 
abstraction that pertains to a cold, distanced, inhuman partner [...]” (p. 89). As Žižek writes, the 
reason for this is that the Lady loses all concrete features in the poetry. She is emptied of all real 
substance and only possesses the sublime in the most abstract of senses. So when the knight 
subjects himself to the tests and ordeals of the Lady, that are to prove if his love is pure and 
divine, Žižek insists that we must think of it as the knight blindly following the senseless and 
arbitrary command of this inhuman abstraction, which is paramount to a cold robot or automaton 
caught in a short circuit. To this end, Žižek refers to an example given by Lacan where a knight 
ends up licking the arse of the Lady as a test of love, which exposes the utter meaninglessness 
and obscurity of the knight's and the Lady's relationship. The point not to miss here is that 
enjoyment is not on the side of the Lady (as she does not even exist as such, only as an 
abstraction) but on the side of the knight. “Deprived of every real substance, the Lady functions 
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as a mirror on to which the subject projects his narcissistic ideal.” (p. 90). That is to say, the 
Lady, as she is created in the idealizing poetry of lustful men, in their dreams, is nothing more 
than a projection serving the narcissistic pleasure of the knight. This is why the knight must 
comply to her every word, even though they seem nonsensical, since she is the ideal of the 
knight. 
This is the point where it is possible to see a clear parallel to cinema. When we are watching a 
movie in the cinema, a succession of pictures is projected upon a blank screen, which produces a 
fiction in our minds, from which we as spectators achieve enjoyment by narcissistically 
mirroring ourselves. Just like the Lady is a mirror that allow the knight to enjoy his own 
projections filled with the ideal, the cinema functions as a mirror in which we see our ‘ideal-I’. 
Furthermore, in the same way that the Lady does not exist, but nevertheless causes enjoyment, 
the content of the movie is a fiction that also does not exist ('in reality'), but still can be said to 
produce a concrete effect (we laugh, we cry and so on). That is to say, we are in the domain of 
the Symbolic. 
The next step of Žižek’s analysis of Courtly Love is the observation that this relationship 
between the Lady and the knight is a masochistic one. Courtly Love is in a sense a highly 
regulated game with strict rules of behavior. A sort of fiction where the participants act 'as if' 
they occupy the roles of the Lady and the knight. This feature of a contract between a master and 
a slave (who is actually the one enjoying) is what ties together Courtly Love and masochism. In 
masochistic sex, we have a dominatrix 'punishing' her slave on-stage, as it were, while off-stage, 
in social reality, the dominatrix is stereotypically a prostitute doing things on demand for her 
masochist upper-class customer. What Žižek highlights is the fact that the masochist externalizes 
his inner most passions and desires in this staged performance, bound up on a contract, where he 
is simultaneously an actor and the instructor. As the actor, he is on-stage in the guise of a slave. 
As the instructor, he is off-stage, able to keep the fiction at a distance while giving commands to 
the dominatrix, but without ruining the illusion of the masochist fiction the slightest bit. When 
the session ends, the two go off-stage, shake hands and enter 'normal' social reality. In this way, 
by means of the contract, the bizarre and warped reality of the masochistic act is able to fit into 
and find its place in 'normal' social reality. What Žižek then makes us question is whether or not 
this off-stage 'normal' social reality is more of a fiction than the on-stage masochistic reality. 
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“Masochism confronts us with the paradox of the symbolic order qua the order of ‘fiction’: there 
is more truth in the mask we wear, in the game we play, in the ‘fiction’ we obey and follow, than 
in what is concealed beneath the mask. The very kernel of the masochist’s being is externalized 
in the staged game towards which he maintains his constant distance.” (p. 94) 
Summing up, Courtly Love is a specific symbolic network, a particular fiction, where the knight 
is completely subordinated to the elevated, nevertheless utterly hollow, Lady, who ultimately 
functions as a mirror for the narcissistic knight. This situation is in a sense parallel to the cinema. 
The audience projects their Selves unto the movie screen, where they are reflected back as super 
heroes, wizards or tragic lovers. Furthermore, Žižek points to exactly that mask we wear when 
we are supposedly in fiction, on-stage, as a spectacle that is closer to the very kernel of our 
being, than whatever is beneath the mask. 
2.9 The Gaze – Lacan Applied to Cinema 
As we have previously mentioned, Lacanian psychoanalysis has been of great influence to the 
global understanding and utilization of therapy. There are several ways of analyzing the human 
psyche and desire, including the grounds of artistic expression such as music or art, but also on a 
societal level through e.g. Marxist or postmodern theories. In this section we have chosen to 
explain how Lacanian ideas of desire can be applied to cinema, by presenting the concepts of the 
Gaze and Courtly Love. 
 
The gaze is commonly accepted as a word that means “to look steadily and intently, especially in 
admiration, surprise, or thought” (“Gaze”, 2015).  
When understanding how different film theorists have applied the concept, one must first look 
into Lacan’s interpretation of the gaze. Lacan presented his take on the term in his Seminar XI 
1964. Here he expanded and gave a new take on Merlau-Ponty’s and Jean-Paul Sartre’s 
phenomenology of the gaze. First and foremost Lacan makes a fundamental separation between 
the eye and the gaze. He argues that the gaze is the mediator between our Self and the other and 
is rooted in our mirror stage. We are dependent on the gaze of the other in order to verify our 
own existence and creating an identity (Ecrits, 2007). Lacan, like Jean-Paul Sartre, saw the gaze 
as a form for the Self to define and redefine itself.  
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Cinema’s use of sound and moving images has paved the way for the use of Lacanian 
psychoanalysis. Subsequently, various film theorists have applied Lacan’s notion of the gaze to 
analyze upon the spectator’s gaze and the film screen. In 1970 French apparatus theorist Jean 
Louis Baudry wrote the essay “Ideological Effects of the Basic Cinematographic Apparatus” 
published in 1970. In his essay Baudry poses the question:“[...] do the instruments (the technical 
base) produce specific ideological effects, and are these effects themselves determined by the 
dominant ideology?” (Baudry, 1970: 41). Baudry uses psychoanalysis to analyze upon the 
cinematic apparatus’ effect on the spectator and gaze. In his essay Baudry argues that the 
technical aspect of cinema is an imperative in understanding the specific gaze cinema creates and 
is essential in how the spectator defines and redefines himself. He stresses that the content of the 
movie itself should not be the only focus point. Furthermore he stresses the importance of the 
setting and environment of the cinema theater itself: 
“No doubt the darkened room and the screen bordered with black like a letter of condolences 
already present privileged conditions of effectiveness - no exchange, no circulation, no 
communication with any outside. Projection and reflection take place in a closed space and 
those who remain there, whether they know it or not (but they do not), find themselves chained, 
captured, or captivated” (Baudry, 1970: 44). 
Baudry claims that in this ‘darkened room’ the spectator goes through a ‘second mirror stage’ in 
the sense that the spectator creates wholeness of and identifies with the fragmented images. 
Baudry argues that a double identification occurs. Firstly there is an identification with the 
content of the screen, but most importantly the subject identifies with the ‘transcendental 
subject’, which is occupied by the camera.   
”The movability of the camera seems to fulfill the most favorable conditions for the 
manifestation of the "transcendental subject." There is both fantasmatization of an objective 
reality (images, sounds, colors) and of an objective reality which, limiting its powers of 
constraint, seems equally to augment the possibilities or the power of the subject” (Baudry, 
1970: 43). 
Baudry has particularly been criticized for entirely focusing on the cinema apparatus instead of 
the images and narrative being presented on the screen. (Homer, 2005: 29)  Five years later 
31 
 
feminist and film theorist Laura Mulvey published an influential essay. Mulvey became known 
for her essay Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema, originally published in 1975, which 
discusses the notion of the gaze from a feministic perspective. She argues that the movie and the 
cinema theater is an arena for male subjects to exercise their power and mastery over female 
objects identifying with the camera’s gaze and without having to deal with shame of others. This 
both immobilizes and idealizes the female object. According to Lacan the gazer is superior to the 
object, which makes the relationship between the gazer and spectator a psychological power 
relationship.  
Laura Mulvey interprets the gaze in three different ways. Firstly there is the gaze of the camera, 
secondly there is the gaze on the woman by the characters of the film, and thirdly there is the 
voyeuristic gaze of the spectator on the woman as a sexual object (Mulvey, 1999). This creates a 
power dynamic where the woman is inferior to the man. Mulvey states:  
“The scopophilic instinct (pleasure in looking at another person as an erotic object), and, in 
contradistinction, ego libido [...] act as formations, mechanisms, which this cinema has played 
on. The image of woman as (passive) raw material for the (active) gaze of man takes the 
argument a step further into the structure of representation, adding a further layer demanded by 
the ideology of the patriarchal order as it is worked out in its favorite cinematic form - 
illusionistic narrative film” (Mulvey, 1999: 815). 
As mentioned before the subject’s gaze becomes a way of defining and redefining oneself. When 
the term is applied to film theory there are disagreements on what essentially affects the gaze. 
Both Baudry and Mulvey agree upon the cinema theater itself being a darkened arena, which 
contributes to the spectator's gaze and furthers the process of identification, but they disagree 
upon the content versus the cinema apparatus being the main affecter. In our analysis we have 
chosen to focus on how the content can be analyzed upon when examining desire. Moreover, we 
will return to Baudry in our discussion.  
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3. Analysis 
 
The movie Birdman which also goes under the title The Unexpected Virtue of Ignorance, was 
released in January 2015. The director is Alejandro González Iñárritu, who has been 
collaborating with the famous cinematographer Emmanuel Lubezki, in making a movie that has 
been critically acclaimed and has received plentiful recognition and endorsement by its viewers 
and critics. 
 
Birdman suits itself aptly to the psychoanalytical concepts that we wish to explore in relation to 
the concept of desire. Riggan is the ultimate picture of the Lacanian ego in its full display, 
struggling to maintain meaning and balancing the desires of his unconscious. The movie, 
Birdman, as an artistic piece of expression, functions in several layers; not only does it take a 
meta-filmic stand in relation to itself, it also explores the magic of the cinematic experience, that 
comes to, rather beautifully, embrace a vast amount of Lacanian concepts within the three 
registers of the Imaginary, the Symbolic and the Real. We wish to explore these in depth, 
through a filmic text analysis, standing on the discursive foundation of Lacanian psychoanalysis. 
 
Birdman features the burned-out superstar Riggan Thomson (played by Michael Keaton), who 
struggles to retain the success and recognition he once enjoyed playing the iconic superhero, 
Birdman. By enacting and directing a rewritten play from Raymond Carver’s short story What 
we talk about, when we talk about love on Broadway, Riggan hopes to rediscover his artistic 
identity as an actor. All along, Riggan is fighting an internal struggle against his former role 
Birdman, who terrorizes Riggan’s mind, like a pessimistic ‘ideal-I’, reminding him of the time of 
his glory and mortifying him with the failure of his present. Birdman benevolences us with a 
number of characters, all intertwined in a network of insecure relationships and masked acting in 
their search for authenticity, recognition and meaning. We meet Sam (played by Emma Stone), 
Riggan’s daughter, having just returned from rehab, seeking love and honest attention; Mike 
Shiner (played by Edward Norton) the brilliant but deeply insurgent superstar of the play; Jake, 
Riggan’s, best friend and manager obsessed with attaining attention of the press; Sylvia, the ex-
wife who simultaneously functions as the comforter and the painful reminder of Riggan’s past, 
and lastly we have Lesley and Laura, both caught in an insecure limbo of questions of belonging 
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and mattering. As the final evening of the premier comes closer, the disastrousness of the 
previews increases, along with the tension of the movie. The characters find themselves 
confronted with their own desires, urging the reconciliation between their conscious and their 
unconscious.   
 
Birdman can be argued to belong within the genre of black comedy. The sad destinies of the 
characters mixed with the unsettling mood of the movie, makes us laugh in a tragic comical 
cocktail of sympathy and indifference. The movie unfolds to us, a drama of lost souls constantly 
crashing, and finding each other again in their individual search for meaning. 
 
For our analysis we have chosen three themes of desires within Birdman that help us explore 
certain concepts of Lacanian psychoanalysis in depth. These three themes should be understood 
as concepts that all function as striving forces allowing for the progress of the movie, or in other 
words, the primos-motor of the story that is being told. The three themes, born from the 
innermost desires portrayed in the movie, are authenticity, recognition and nothingness. 
Although they should not be understood in strict separation from each other, but rather as being 
complexly intertwined in the roots of each other, we have chosen to analyze them separately, for 
the sake of structural comprehension and organization. All three are constantly prevalent, to 
more or less degrees, in all the main characters that we, as spectators, encounter in the movie. 
They are what set the mood of the movie, but they are also the bricks, that build the characters as 
complex human beings with fears and aspirations. Thus, whilst the three themes function as the 
main forces of the movie, they simultaneously help us explain and exemplify the theories of 
Lacan. 
 
3.1 Authenticity 
One of the themes we see in Birdman is authenticity. The following aims to analyze how the 
desire of authenticity shows itself with the help of Lacan’s theories and concepts. Some of the 
concepts that will be used for this purpose are objet petit a, mirroring, and discourse of the 
Other. This analysis will look into the relationship between the Riggan and Mike, but it will also 
analyze the two characters in isolation in order to examine them as individuals. 
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The desire to be authentic is apparent several times in Birdman, but when examining the 
relationship between Riggan and Mike Shiner closer, it is especially obvious. Mike seems to be 
almost overly authentic at times and appears to be extremely comfortable with who he is as a 
person. Riggan on the other hand, is a faded Hollywood movie star now trying to matter again by 
making his way over to theatre, and by producing, directing, and starring in a play. He is 
struggling to be a good father towards Sam, he cheated on his ex-wife and is now dating a co-
actor. This means that we are under the impression that Riggan really is having a hard time 
figuring out who he is. An example of the authenticity that Mike possesses is at 00:43:15 where 
Mike attempts to have sex on stage and in front of an audience with his on-and-off girlfriend, 
Lesley. Mike says, “It’ll be so real”. Another scene where Mike’s need for authenticity and 
realness is exposed is at 00:25:09. At this point in the movie, the actors are having a preview. 
Mike is drinking actual gin, because his character is supposed to be drunk. Riggan then replaces 
the gin with water, which leads to Mike losing it. He throws his glass, complains that everything 
on stage is fake and even talks directly to the audience, saying “Oh, come on people, don't be so 
pathetic. Stop looking at the world through your cellphone screens. Have a real experience! 
Does anybody give a shit about truth other than me?” This continual manifestation of the 
importance of being authentic appears in other scenes too. For instance the scene where Mike 
barges in to Riggan’s dressing room and tells him that the toy gun Riggan uses in the play does 
not scare him. He should go and buy one that looks more real. This leads to Riggan buying a real 
gun in order to be more like Mike and in the end trying to commit suicide using the gun. The 
very scene before this also shows how Riggan tries to be more authentic and honest. At 01:36:53 
Riggan is engaged in a rather deep conversation with his ex-wife explaining that when she left 
him, he actually tried to drown himself. These two scenes seem to show the spectator what frame 
of mind Riggan has evolved into by mirroring Mike. Riggan, even though he is angry with Mike, 
is also unconsciously very impressed by his authenticity. Mike is a renowned actor within the 
world of theatre, a world that Riggan aims to be a part of. Because Mike possesses something 
that Riggan wants, Riggan will begin to mirror Mike. The thing that Riggan repeatedly sees 
Mike having, and himself lacking, is authenticity. Therefore, it is this trait he will try to mirror. 
Mirroring is, according to Lacan, the way we form ourselves, our I formation as he calls it 
(Lacan, 2006: 76), hence attaining this trait will help Riggan in successfully becoming himself 
and therefore more authentic.  
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As mentioned earlier, we learn very quickly that Mike is a very honest and straightforward 
human being. An example of this can be seen in the scene on the rooftop with Sam. Here Mike is 
telling about his sexual problems, “I am afraid I can’t get it up” (00:52:15). This shows Mike 
being very personal and honest. This alludes to the problems Mike is experiencing off-stage. 
Mike is experiencing problems in his sexual life as he is not able to get an erection. Lesley lets 
the viewer know that he has been impotent for six months (00:45:00). However in the above-
mentioned scene on stage, he is suddenly able to get an erection, because as Mike says, “Nothing 
is a problem for me on stage” (00:52:26). Mike is displaying himself as being very authentic on 
stage, wanting to have real sex, and being able to get an erection. The problem Mike has lies in 
the fact that for him it’s not necessarily to be real, as he says at 00:45:05: “I need to feel real, 
okay? I need that intensity!”  
 
Mike’s authenticity thrives on stage, when being able to feel real, but when he gets sexually 
involved with Sam, then he is able to have sex off-stage. This could be due to the fact that he 
sees Sam as authentic too. Even though she has problems with herself and has had a problem 
with drugs, Mike tells her, “You are trying to be invisible, you’re anything but, you’re big” 
(01:07:04). So by being authentic, Sam is able to turn Mike on.                                                                                                         
 
The following will briefly explain why Mike is viewed as authentic and then that will be held 
against Lacan’s concept of the Symbolic. The scene beginning at 00:14:15 has Mike commenting 
that Sam, “[...] has a great ass”. This coupled with the next scene, which shows him stripping 
down in front of a mirror, the tailor and Sam shows the viewers that he does not really care about 
the norms and morals of society. We, as humans are locked into a discourse. This discourse is 
dictated by the people around us and society in general, meaning that our actions are governed 
by a discourse that we cannot change. This discourse is buried deep within our unconscious and 
this concept is what Lacan calls the discourse of the Other. The discourse of the Other is 
connected to Lacan’s Symbolic order. In Lacanian words then, it seems that Mike is not 
subjected to the discourse of the Other. He does not care what people think of him and he says 
what he thinks. Even though we are all subjected to a certain discourse, a certain moral code, we 
still feel impressed by Mike for rising above this discourse. That is what makes him authentic to 
the viewers and to Riggan.                                                                
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It seems paradoxical that acting out a role can be considered authentic, when objectively seen the 
real world and the fictive world are two opposites. The theatre is, however, still the preferred 
way of attaining the vital authenticity by Mike, and therefore also Riggan. In the search for his 
authentic Self, Riggan realizes that the theatre is not the right way for him. He is experiencing 
objet petit a, when he finally is critically acclaimed, and find himself in a hospital bed. Riggan 
needed to shoot himself in the head in order to be able to reach the love of the critics, and he 
realizes that he forgets his true Self in the process. As Riggan says in the scene leading up to the 
shot, which seems to resonate strongly with Lacan’s claim that there is no sexual relationship: “I 
just wanted to be, what you wanted. Now I am spending every minute on trying to be somebody I 
am not” (01:41:20). Here Riggan, even though playing the fictional character Ed, relates to the 
lines personally. When observing Riggan in this scene, his facial expressions make it apparent 
that his lines means a lot more to him, than just any words. Later in the play he says, “I don’t 
exist – I am not even here, I do not exist” (01:41:54). Here, Riggan relates to the character he is 
playing to such an extent that he eventually shoots himself. He forgot who he was, and was lost 
in the thought of what everybody else wanted him to be. Losing his authentic Self, Birdman tells 
Riggan that, “You were a movie star, man! Pretentious, but happy” (00:59:38) – even though 
Riggan as a famous Hollywood actor was pretentious, Birdman (his former Self) explains to him 
that he actually was thriving, and was his authentic Self. This leads to the final scene, the scene 
at the hospital. One analysis of this could be that he finally accomplishes to commit suicide by 
jumping out the window. This might be due to the trauma he has experienced by first being a 
huge movie star then all of a sudden not mattering anymore. This must have been a massive 
disruption for Riggan. He would have gone from being a person everyone knew and liked, to 
being a person that most people did not really care about or even felt was washed out. This 
would also have changed the way Riggan felt about himself. When he was Birdman he had a 
place in society, he knew who he was and what was expected of him. After the fame faded, 
Riggan must have felt like he lacked a part of himself, that he was not really himself anymore. 
This is what Lacan calls lack of being. The fact that a person lacks something, which he or she 
needs in order to be him or her. For Riggan, knowing who he truly is and being someone, is what 
he lacks and is what has caused the psychological trauma that Riggan now suffers from. Riggan 
is therefore on a constant hunt for something that will make him feel like him again, something 
that will make him feel authentic. Throughout most of the movie, theatre is the thing, which he 
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believes will provide him with the authenticity he desires. Towards the end of the movie, 
however, it becomes more and more apparent that theatre cannot fill this void. It does not make 
him feel authentic, which is why Riggan uses a real gun to shoot himself. At least he knows that 
this will feel real and authentic. When Riggan wakes up at the hospital after surgery, he realizes 
that even though he is now famous and popular again, that was not what he was desiring. What 
he was desiring was authenticity, and that was not something theatre was able to provide. In 
Lacanian terms, authenticity is the objet petit a that Riggan desperately desires, but cannot 
obtain. Having realized that he cannot reach this level of authenticity he, Riggan is at last content 
with killing himself and he jumps out the window. The now accepted fact that he cannot become 
who he wants to become, is why this third attempt to commit suicide is the one that succeeds.  
 
In this analysis we have examined how Mike’s need to feel real and authentic has been 
transmitted from Mike to Riggan. This transmission happens through mirroring. When Riggan 
sees the authenticity of Mike, and at the same time realizes that he, himself is not, he begins to 
mirror the characteristic that he lacks and Mike possesses. This mirroring process that happens in 
Birdman is one way of understanding desire. When we see someone who has something that we 
do not possess ourselves, whether it is a personality characteristic or it is a material thing, we 
might begin to desire that thing. The thing that determines if we begin to desire what the other 
has is if we believe that acquiring that trait (or thing), will be beneficial for us or if we idolize the 
other. Because we desire what other people have, cinema is one apparatus that creates desire. 
Therefore, movies are often constructed, so that the spectator idolizes or relates to the characters. 
Hence, when people watch a movie, some will inevitably begin to desire what the characters in 
the movie have. 
 
3.2 Recognition  
In Birdman the desire for recognition is evident throughout the whole movie. The desire for 
recognition presents two central battles in Riggan: firstly, he is trying to be recognized as his 
Riggan-I rather than the fictional character of Birdman. And secondly, he needs to feel socially 
recognized in order to feel like he belongs within society, i.e. the theater, the public, by friends 
and family. Therefore we will analyze upon the internal and external journey Riggan goes 
through and the self-recognition and recognition of both the small and the big Other. Riggan 
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becomes a slave to the desire of recognition, and even though he obtains recognition he never 
feels completely content or satisfied. He still manages to blur his own vision with different 
delusional moments. He goes through many phases of self-recognition that shapes, distracts and 
even possibly kills him. 
  
Riggan’s ongoing struggle to separate himself from the Birdman character has a major effect on 
his seeking of recognition from the other in the end of the movie. In several scenes Riggan has a 
conversation with himself alone and the voice in his head in front of the mirror. He looks 
desperately at himself in the mirror in search for his Self, when the voice in his head, interrupts 
Riggan with precipitous comments on what he does or is about to do. In the very first scene of 
the movie where Riggan is sitting in the lotus position whilst hanging in the air, the voice in his 
head breaks his peaceful moment, “How did we end up here? This place is horrible. Smells like 
balls. We don’t belong in this shithole” (00:02:06). 
        
Several encounters with the development of Riggan’s Self take place in front of the mirror, 
where Riggan encounters not only the expected, physical reflection, but also the subjective 
reflections of the other. However, his multiple roles of Self as a father figure, an actor, a 
husband, and a boyfriend, are constantly being challenged by others perceptions of how his Self 
should be. 
 
The process of self-recognition for Riggan starts with him reflecting in the mirror to support his 
ego, visualizing his Self; to realize that I is not a fragmented being but rather an individual Self. 
One of the most fundamental questions is: can Riggan separate himself from himself? It seems 
that he is in a vicious circle of self-degradation whilst in the hunt for self-recognition. If so then 
who is Riggan? In this case, has individuality brought Riggan to feel a lack of belonging and 
loneliness? Perhaps, since his fame has been portrayed behind the Birdman mask and not by the 
‘true’ Self. By looking in the mirror Riggan could possibly be seeking to feel equal to the man he 
once was behind the Birdman mask. One could say that after having identified himself as 
Birdman, Riggan is forced to learn how to be himself. Riggan is taking time looking at his 
reflection in the mirror to form an image of I in his mind; he is creating his ego once again. 
Riggan finds himself captured in a sensitive moment while in the process of self-recognition. In 
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his play Riggan is enacting two different characters; namely, the doctor and the jealous 
boyfriend, Ed. After the last preview of the play, Riggan walks into the dressing room where 
Sam awaits him. In this scene, Riggan opens up to Sam about his feelings regarding the play, 
“This play is kind of starting to feel like a miniature, deformed version of myself that just keeps 
following me around and, like hitting me in the balls with, like, a tiny little hammer.” (01:18:32) 
 
For Riggan to become what he wants he needs to transform from the subject he thinks he is, into 
an image he assumes he wants to be, and there we can see how his I collides with the many 
fictional characters that the other is compiled of. Riggan sees himself merely as a subject and his 
I is without any permanent matter. Whenever Riggan encounters recognition by the other he is 
seen as his not-so-real Self, which is Birdman or any other Self he needs to be. 
 
Has Birdman become his ‘ideal-I’? Is his struggle bound to the ongoing creation of a 
schizophrenic I that is merged with his acting career? Is a movie star or a theater actor? While 
trying to create his own ‘ideal-I’ in reality Riggan is still reflecting through the fictional other - 
Birdman. According to Lacan, the recognition that Riggan is looking for might not even be 
Riggan’s desire. On the contrary, it might be Birdman's desire. Hence, the ‘ideal-I’ enhances a 
dual possibility of what Riggan’s desire for recognition could be. In the scene where Riggan 
enters his dressing room, he takes off the wig, looks into his reflection, and sees the “Birdman 3” 
poster on the wall behind him. The young Riggan in the Birdman costume reminds him of what 
he once was and painfully reveals to him what he has become.  
  
Furthermore, it is not clear whether Riggan’s super-powers, as he demonstrates them in his 
changing room and on the rooftop are real or simply a result of his weaved double I. When the 
super-powers are used by Riggan there so happens to be no people to witness them. This seems 
to testify of his imagination and his desire to possess super-powers. Here, the mirroring process 
manifests itself, and insofar as he think of Birdman as his desire, a real Self cannot be formed. 
The fact that Riggan now perceives himself as “[...] a turkey with leukemia!” (00:59:21), stands 
in stark contrast to the fictional superhero he once was. His subject projection of the 
schizophrenic I in the mirroring apparatus merges the two physical realities into one, i.e. 
Riggan’s real world, which revolves around a theater play, and his past superhero world, both 
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being of fictional matter. In the first, he has no set ideals about who he is or who he is not, and in 
the second reality, he has a set ‘ideal-I’, namely Birdman.  
 
The mirror stage itself is an illusion that creates a ‘false ego’, which desperately tries to reflect 
the other, seeking for the chain of signification. About this Lacan said, “[...] the mirror stage is a 
drama whose internal pressure pushes precipitously from insufficiency to anticipation” (Lacan, 
2007: 97). It is clearly shown in the conversation between Riggan and his ex-wife, Sylvia, where 
Riggan is telling the story about him flying to New York from Los Angeles during the storm. 
Two rows in front of him is George Clooney. Riggan’s initial thought about if they were to crash 
was, “Oh boy. Next morning when Sam looks into the paper there will be Clooney’s face on the 
front page, not mine” (00:30:18). 
  
After the scene where Riggan finds out that Mike has given an interview about Riggan’s play, he 
loses it, and starts destroying his room with his super-powers. First Birdman insultingly 
comments:  
 
“You are lame Riggan. Rolling around with that poncy theater fuck… in an 800 – seat shithole 
like this. Oh you really fucked up this time. You destroyed a genius book with that infantile 
adaptation. Now you are about to destroy what is left of your career. It is pathetic” (00:58:51).  
 
Riggan is trying to keep his mind clear, “I ignore this mental formation. This is a mental 
formation.” Here we can see that he is conscious about the voice in his head, and he knows that 
the voice is Birdman’s voice. But Birdman disagrees with what Riggan says, “Stop that shit! I 
am not a mental formation. I am you, asshole.” Does Riggan recognize that it is in fact he who 
talks, and not Birdman? Although he continues to address Birdman, as someone outside of 
himself, he still appears to be aware that Birdman is to some extent inherent in his own person. 
“Leave me alone… What part of this don’t you get? You are dead.” Riggan’s desperation to 
separate himself from Birdman’s voice, rises to a level of submissive hysteria: “Oh, please, just 
stay dead. Stop saying “we”! There is no “we”. I am not fucking you! I am Riggan fucking 
Thomson!” However, in one sentence Birdman enacts his power over Riggan and allows himself 
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the final, inescapable claim: “No, you are Birdman. Because without me, all that is left is you… a 
sad, selfish, mediocre actor. It is always we brother” (00:58:51 - 1:01:24). 
  
Does he matter to the world as Riggan Thomson? He certainly tries to figure it out. Maybe the 
play ‘What we talk when we talk about love’ is a platform for creating a new Riggan? It is certain 
that he is caught up in a complex self-recognition phase where the fictional world is somehow 
merged with the reality he is experiencing. Possibly, he will never be able to let go of the 
Birdman character; he is mentally stuck in the realm of delusion. In the last scene, when Riggan 
plays Ed he may already be so deep in the fictional illusion that he does not know in which 
reality he belongs. “Why do I always have to beg people to love me? …I just wanted to be what 
you wanted. What you wanted. Now I spend every fucking minute trying to be something else, 
something I am not. I don’t exist. I am not even here” (1:41:12). This is the last thing Ed says 
before he shoots himself. We are left to wonder, if those were in fact Riggan’s own words. Did 
he miss? Did he think that it was a dream? Who knows, maybe Alejandro González Iñárritu 
purposely left the space for perverted speculations of the spectator to try and understand why and 
how things happened.  
  
3.2.1 Riggan’s alienation and recognition through the other    
Throughout Birdman the spectator follows the protagonist’s overpowering desire to be 
recognized by the other. Riggan’s desire for recognition becomes an entangled journey 
intertwined with contrarieties and paradoxes and in his quest he goes through intense emotional 
turmoil and sacrifices. Who is Riggan in the ‘eyes’ of the other?  How can he achieve 
recognition from the other? What must he sacrifice in order to be desired and beloved? 
  
As a subject Riggan denies being a fragmented body because of the wholeness he sees, and his 
ego and Ideal-I transpires ultimately leading to alienation for the subject. This development of 
course happened in Riggan’s mirror stage but is essential in understanding his inner conflict 
between his subject and ego, which establishes the never ending rivalry between him and his 
relation to the other. “Thus, and this is an essential point, the first effect of the imago that 
appears in human beings is that of the subject's alienation. It is in the other that the subject first 
identifies himself and even experiences himself.” (Lacan, 2007: 182). For the subject to exist it 
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has to be recognized by the other. Riggan becomes a slave to the complexity of creating his I 
through the recognition of the other. The image that Riggan has of himself has to be validated 
and mediated by the gaze of the other. He feels misunderstood and frustrated and battles with the 
public and journalist’s perception of him who often identifies him as the superficial action 
character Birdman. 
 
The display of Riggan’s egocentric obsession with being recognized as the great Self he sees 
himself as, is especially evident when he is emotionally on edge after a bad performance. His ex-
wife visits him and he cannot hide his obsession to be desired and the extreme fixation of his 
own ego becomes apparent. His ex-wife briefly forgets why they broke up, but is quickly 
reminded by Riggan’s sporadic outburst and egocentric projection when telling her about his fear 
of being overshadowed if a plane was to crash with George Clooney (00.31.24). Riggan’s 
existential fear of not being important and recognized is overshadowing all of his relationships. 
As a subject Riggan presumes that the other holds the key to approval and knowledge of who he 
is as a subject, hence there are also specific expectations from the other. 
 
Mike Shiner makes Riggan aware of the only ‘true’ recognition Riggan needs, which is from the 
feared and powerful theater critic Tabitha Dickinson. As an antagonist she functions as the 
bridge between Riggan and the Other. When Riggan is at his lowest and has just been recognized 
in perhaps the worst way by superficially ‘going viral’ he eventually accepts Dickinson as a 
symbol of importance in the structure and ultimately a gatekeeper to recognition. Dickinson 
represents the epitome of the critique of Riggan’s shallow Hollywood identity that he so badly 
wants to get rid of in order to become his ‘true’ Self. His recognition and self-perception is at 
stake on whether she acknowledges him or rejects him. With desperation and frustration he does 
not know how the other or in this case Dickinson can desire him. She tells him: 
 
“[…] I'm going to close your play. Would you like to know why? Because I hate you. And 
everyone you represent. Entitled. Spoiled. Selfish. Children. Blissfully untrained, unversed and 
unprepared to even attempt real art. Handing each other awards for cartoons and pornography. 
Measuring your worth in weekends” (1:21:44) 
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Riggan and Dickinson’s relation can be compared to the master/slave dialectic.  They are both 
dependent on the recognition of the other. At first hand one could seemingly assume that 
Dickson is the master and Riggan the slave, because of the power she holds of the success of the 
play and Riggan’s recognition as a ‘true’ artist. However the paradox of the master/slave 
relationship is that ultimately the slave is free and the master is imprisoned by the dependency of 
recognition. “If the Slave’s identity is affirmed through his work as a Slave, it is not the Master 
who is free but the Slave […] The Master and the Slave are locked within a struggle whereby one 
cannot do without the other but at the same time each is the other’s worst enemy.” (Homer, 
2005: 23). Riggan becomes the Master in the sense that he is dependent on the recognition of the 
slave for him to become a subject, whereas Dickinson’s source of recognition is through her 
work ultimately making her the ‘free one’. 
Riggan’s and the other’s desire becomes a never-ending loop and reflection between his own and 
the other’s desire. The other’s desire is essentially a reflection and projection of Riggan’s own 
ego, hence desire is created within one’s own imagination but also as a reflection of the other’s. 
Mike Shiner testifies this, with his remark towards Dickinson: "A man becomes a critic when he 
can not be an artist, in the same way that a man becomes an informer when he cannot be a 
soldier." (00:36:24).   
When Riggan offers his ultimate sacrifice by shooting himself, Dickinson finally recognizes him 
and titles his play The Unexpected Virtue of Ignorance and labels it supra-realism. The other 
now recognizes Riggan as something that is ‘accepted’ and ‘authentic’. However still after being 
accepted and validated his desire is not fulfilled, hence his Self is an illusion and can never truly 
be recognized in the physical world.  
”The structures of society are symbolic; individuals, insofar as they are normal, use them in real 
behaviors; insofar as they are mentally ill [psychopathe], they express them by symbolic 
behaviors.” (Lacan, 2007: 133) 
 
Riggan is using the Birdman character to symbolize the voice in his head. Insofar he is looking 
for the new form of recognition that is separated from Birdman, Riggan will be exposed to an 
objectification from the other. As before mentioned, Riggan definitely has difficulties separating 
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his identity from Birdman’s identity. We can clearly see how cinema has influenced Riggan, 
both as an actor that has played in the movie Birdman, and as a spectator of the movie Birdman. 
Now Riggan is nothing more than just a spectator of what he once was. In this sense Birdman is 
a meta-movie reflecting the spectator's identification and relationship to the screen, and it’s 
affects on the spectator.  
 
When Riggan finally obtains recognition and validation from the other he does not feel fulfilled. 
It is impossible for Riggan to truly know what his desire is, because him and the other reflect 
their desires upon each other. The objet petit a becomes evident even though he obtained his 
desire for recognition; he is still experiencing the lack.  
 
3.3 Nothingness  
 
3.3.1 Structural Symbolism & The Hunt for the Objet Petit a.   
The propulsion of Alejandro G. Iñárritu’s movie lies within the desperate symbolization of 
Riggan’s ego. Birdman as a movie provokes in the spectator, a tension, which cannot fully be 
understood nor defined. It is a tension of ungraspable, lazy desperation, in which we as 
spectators find ourselves submissive to the course of action, yet desperately striving for change. 
The secrets holding the key for the unraveling of this uneasiness, lies deep within the psyche of 
our main character, Riggan. In the following section we wish to investigate, how Riggan makes 
sense of the world in which he exists, as a world of meaning and coherence, sheltering himself 
from the brutal realization of his own eternal lack in a fragmented world. 
 
Throughout the movie, we observe Riggan on a sickly hunt for ultimate satisfaction. Not only is 
he searching for a breakthrough and for fame on the theatre stage in Broadway, he is also 
pursuing recognition as a father, a husband, a leader, an artist and a human being. Despite all his 
efforts, he constantly finds himself limited, unable and inadmissible. He is here experiencing, 
what Lacan might have called, the heavy manifestation of the objet petit a. Objet petit a here 
presents itself through the constant sense, that Riggan is feeling, that something is lacking or 
missing, barring him from satisfaction. Riggan experiences the objet petit a, both as the void that 
keeps him from the ultimate gratification, but also as the carrot that momentarily fills up that 
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void, feeding his determination for its acquisition. The evolution of the movie, progresses 
linearly with Riggan’s hunt for the objet petit a. In the scene in which Riggan is changing his 
costume for the final preview, Laura approaches him, and says: “It’s actually going well!” For 
the first time, in a long while, we get the sense that things are working out for Riggan; there is a 
feeling of calmness over him – he is finally experiencing the pride of succeeding. However, the 
camera pans and Riggan sees Mike and Sam cuddling around in the backstage area behind him. 
Riggan’s face is again filled with remorse and anger. This scene portrays the fleetingness of 
Riggan satisfaction and the general lack of fulfillment in his life. 
 
Along with the constant hunt of the objet petit a and the lack inherent in his existence, Riggan’s 
main role of the movie, is that of representing the meaning-making ego. According to Lacan, the 
role of the ego is to create the illusion that the world is made up of meaning, and to maintain this 
illusion as a wholesome, connected world, rather than a fragmented world. Surrounding the void 
of the objet petit a, we find the Real and the fantasy. Through constant repression of that which 
is meaningless, Riggan tries to merge the gap between that which is Real and that which is 
fantasy. He clings on to the Symbolic world, of meaning making, avoiding any disturbances that 
could possibly convince him of the existence of a world without meaning. Said in other words, 
Riggan is relying on the structural connections of the Symbolic order to attain a congruent 
world-view. In the same way as the symbolic laws of grammar and syntax function as the 
connecting features of language, the laws and rules of symbolization are what structures our 
world into a linear and congruent realm. Sometimes, the focus is not on the differently defined 
symbols, but rather on the connecting structures, that come to link our Symbolic chain of 
understanding. Birdman is, amongst other things, characteristic in its redundant usage of long 
sequences of moving through the hallways in the Broadway Theatre. These hallways serve the 
purpose of connecting the symbolic locations of the stage, the dressing room, the costume room 
etc. By dwelling in the hallways, special attention is paid to the process of connection, 
geographically shaping a chain of symbolism. Riggan creates meaning, by connecting the 
different locations and aspects of his life, into a coherent string of meaning and purpose, thus 
finding himself on the fragile grounds of repressing any features, not belonging within the 
Symbolic structure of the world.   
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By living according to the laws of the Symbolic order, Riggan makes meaning of his own life, 
more specifically, through concepts such as ‘success’, ‘career’, ‘fame’, etc., all carrying 
symbolic values, and all defining and structuring the human world in a way that builds our 
understandings of progress and improvement. However, the more Riggan relies on these 
symbolic values, the more frightened he becomes of the void of non-symbolized unconscious. 
This dilemma can be seen in Riggan’s relationship with Birdman. Birdman, belonging to the 
irrational Imaginary order, does not fit within the conscious Symbolic order’s inherent 
rationality. This predicament is clearly evident in the intense scene of Riggan returning to his 
make-up room, after a heated dispute with Mike. He uses his powers to slam a make-up box 
across the room, and as Birdman starts talking to him, Riggan concentratedly tries to escape his 
interference in his head, by rationalizing his existence as a ‘mental formation’: 
   
“(Whispering) Breathing in, I am calm. Breathing out, I ignore my mental formations. This is a 
mental formation. This is a mental form—“, at which point Birdman interrupts: “Stop that shit. I 
am not a mental formation. I am "you", asshole.” (00:59:25) 
 
Riggan both tries to suppress Birdman’s irrational, non-symbolic existence, but also finds him 
irreversibly intertwined in his own being. Riggan uses rationality to try and explain Birdman’s 
interference in his head, by labeling him as a ‘mental formation’, protecting his ego, from what is 
in fact an imagined part of his own being. 
 
Surrounding Riggan, we see the characters seemingly closest to him function as disturbances of 
this illusive meaning. Mike Shiner, most obviously, almost seems to find some sort of obscure 
enjoyment in challenging and pushing Riggan’s idea of the world that surrounds him, more or 
less violently. However, also Sam, his own daughter, comes to criticize Riggan for his 
negligence of the emptiness of his own identity. The more they seem to shake the foundation of 
Riggan’s Symbolic structure, the more desperate he seems to sustain a meaning. 
 
When Riggan and Mike find themselves in a bar, drinking whiskey, we experience Mike 
executing the ultimate sense down-breakage of Riggan. Riggan tells Mike the story of how 
Raymond Carver, after having seen a high school play in which Riggan played, send a cocktail 
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napkin saying “Thank you for an honest performance. Ray Carver” (00:35:32). This testifies that 
Riggan perceives the progression of his own life-course as both linear and coherent and with 
meaning as the leading, motivating factor for choice making. On that cocktail napkin, lies the 
structural foundation for Riggan’s understanding of himself as a member of a world that makes 
sense. That structural foundation is what Mike provokes, leaving Riggan in a limbo of existential 
crisis between symbolized meaning, and fragmented meaninglessness.   
 
Similarly Sam serves the purpose of needling Riggan’s foundation. This is especially evident in 
Sam’s dialogue addressed to her father, after he finds her smoking marijuana in a secluded room 
in the theatre labyrinth, and scolds her for it. She furiously, and with a glimpse of insanity in her 
wide open eyes, outbursts: 
  
“Nobody gives a shit but you. And let's face it, Dad, it's not for the sake of art. It's because you 
just want to feel relevant again [...] I mean who are you? [...] You're the one who doesn't exist. 
You're doing this because you're scared to death, like the rest of us, that you don't matter. And 
you know what? You're right. You don't. It's not important. You're not important. Get used to it.” 
(00:29:45). 
 
Not only is Sam here putting a finger, rather precisely, on the fear of emptiness that Riggan is so 
desperately trying to avoid having to face, she is also verbally ruining the construct of his 
perception of Self and relevance of his being. She understands that what Riggan sees as an 
expression of art, is actually a project of silencing the void of emptiness. He is scared to death 
that he will not matter. Through the Symbolic order, Sam comes to express the desires of the 
other (her father), she problematizes them, and discredits them, leaving Riggan baffled and 
stripped from meaning, with the realization of his own nothingness as the only thing to cover 
himself with.     
  
Interestingly, what we experience in the very last scene of Birdman is the ultimate internalization 
of Riggan’s character into that of Birdman’s. This witnesses some sort of changed relationship 
with that which has previously been considered both irrational and not in accordance with the 
Symbolic order of Riggan. The process at which, Birdman is internalized in Riggan, is described 
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in Žižek’s A Pervert’s Guide to the Cinema. He explains how the only way for one to escape the 
immortal object (in this case Birdman) is by becoming it (Fiennes, 2006, 00:30:48). In the final 
scene of the Birdman, we see Riggan, having shot off his own nose, lying in a hospital bed, his 
face covered in a cast, forming a beak where his nose should have been (01:45:10). In the strange 
association with the head of a bird, Riggan appears, to have finally given in to Birdman and 
internalized him in his being. Calmness is to be detected in Riggan’s face. He seems to have 
finally given up trying to resist or fight this irrational feature of his past, having surrendered to 
Birdman. The eternal struggle of ensuring constant symbolized coherence and meaning of his life 
has collapsed and Riggan finds himself transformed into the one part of his own being that 
makes no rational sense. By allowing for the emptiness that follows this break down of his ego, 
Riggan finds reconciliation. He looks out the window and disappears, leaving us baffled, with 
the urgent question: did he abandon, altogether, our symbolized world, to fly off on the 
imaginary wings of Birdman?    
 
3.3.2 A Meta-Perspective on Birdman       
So, to say the least, after having watched Birdman one tends to feel intensely overwhelmed and 
confused. Does Riggan fly? Is he really dead? Why is Sam smiling? Why did he shoot himself? 
But one aspect of the movie, which is always present afterwards, is the almost countless 
allusions it makes to itself in the sense that it is a movie that is about the magic of the 
theater/cinema. It is a sort of meta-movie. Not only the fact that the setting of the narrative is a 
theater attests to the meta perspective of the movie, but also the ‘behind the scenes’ fact that 
Michael Keaton, who plays Riggan, actually starred in Batman from 1989 as no other than 
Batman himself, makes it evident that the movie is taking a stance towards itself. Further 
examples are Edward Norton (Mike) who played Hulk in 2008 and Emma Stone (Sam) who 
played Gwen Stacy in Spiderman from 2012.  
 
An interesting observation in this connection is that we, the audience, are not directly confronted 
with the fact that we are ‘only watching a movie’, as it were. At no point is the fourth wall 
broken down or the narrative interrupted in order to put us face to face with the illusion. It is only 
indirectly and inside the narrative that the movie achieves to undermine the idea of the ‘magic’.  
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Most subtly in the handful of miraculous moments that follows the formula: “I bet it's never 
gonna rain with golden nuggets” followed by the instant event of golden nuggets falling from the 
sky. It should suffice to mention three instances of this. (1) Riggan needs a new actor to step in 
instead of Ralph (the guy who is injured by a falling lamp). Jake says, “Riggan, listen to me. Our 
dream actor is not going to knock on that door and say: "Hey fellas, when do we start?"” The 
next moment Leslie knocks on the door, and says she can provide their dream actor right away 
(00:12:00). (2) The scene where Riggan’s ex-wife, Sylvia, says to him in his dressing room that, 
“Riggan... You don't have to be a great father right now, you just have to be one.” Before she 
even finishes the sentence, Laura, who thinks she is pregnant with Riggan, bursts in (00:28:00). 
(3) Mike says to Riggan in the bar, “Most people don't give a shit about you around here [New 
York]” followed instantly by an obsessed fan recognizing Riggan and demanding a picture with 
him (00:34:40). On the one hand these moments seem to achieve nothing more than the effect of 
comical relief, but on the other it feels as if these moments are almost a bit too much. We can 
easily imagine the scriptwriters amusing themselves with playing their characters out against 
each other like that. We feel compelled to ask, in the same way that the lady on the rooftop yells 
at Riggan when he is standing on the edge of the building, “Is this for real, or you're shooting a 
film?” (01:31:00). 
 
Then there are other scenes where this undermining of the magic is more outspoken. Firstly there 
is the scene with Mike and Riggan discussing Mike's outburst in the middle of the first preview. 
Mike is picking Riggan apart and calls his earlier action movies ‘cultural genocide’, thus 
insulting the kind of movies that Keaton, Norton and Stone themselves have starred in, in reality. 
On the contrary, Birdman is later on in the movie calling Riggan's Broadway play “artsy-fartsy-
philosophical bullshit!” It is therefore safe to say, that the movie presents us with critique from 
both extremes: either fiction is too banal or it is too highbrow. In the final scene we see two other 
positions played out against each other: The common sense do-not-take-fiction-overly-serious 
position represented by Sylvia, who is appalled by the way Riggan is praised for shooting off his 
nose, and the perverse fake-it-till-you-make-it position represented by Jake, who is euphoric 
about the whole thing. 
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Birdman seems to present to us everything that is wrong with cinema, as well as giving the 
impression that it is trying to undress the magic of the cinema, or in other words, deconstruct its 
own effect. Is there anything underneath, or is it just a hollow spectacle, some kind of empty 
illusion? The movie is begging the question: are we essentially just looking at nothing? The most 
frustrating thing is then that it does not end up praising any positive virtue of cinema - it does not 
tell us what we should think. It only praises, at an ironic distance, the unexpected virtue of 
ignorance. 
 
To explain exactly how the unexpected virtue of ignorance can be read here, we need first to 
solve the puzzle of how this hollow spectacle, which it seems like the movie is portraying itself 
as, can still have such a substantial effect on us as spectators, because, in the end, we have no 
problems investing ourselves in the drama of the movie. The mystery is: how does it work? 
 
The first observation to make from a Lacanian perspective is that when we are watching cinema, 
we are essentially watching the Symbolic order on display. One exchange of words in the movie 
that illustrates this proposition very explicit is in another argument between Riggan and Jake. 
After Ralph has been injured by the falling lamp, Riggan says: “You're my lawyer, my producer 
and my oldest friend. We are going to make this work. Now just get out there and do what you 
were born to do”. (0:07:15) Here we see Riggan trying to persuade Jake to get it done by listing 
the symbolic categories, and thereby also listing the symbolic responsibilities that Jake is bound 
up on. As spectators, we are also entangled in the symbolic network, in other words, this is the 
intersection where reality and fiction becomes virtually the same. Everyone has friends and 
everyone is someone's friend, so in that way our symbolic life, our roles, are being negotiated on 
the screen. This is also the fact that made the medieval phenomenon of Courtly Love so 
interesting to Lacan and then in turn to Žižek. As described elsewhere they claim that it was in 
no way essential that the Lady actually existed, which she did not since the idea of her was 
elevated to something transcendental, the thing that made Courtly Love so powerful was its 
specific kind of symbolic network. So exactly in the same way that the non-existing Lady had a 
concrete and tangible effect on her admirers, the cinema too can in practice have a concrete 
effect on us. 
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An example from the movie that lends itself aptly to illustrate this point is the scene where Laura 
and Lesley end up kissing. Why do they kiss? After having been violated by Mike on stage, 
Lesley runs back to her room in distress followed closely by Laura, where they enter another 
theater of masquerade so to say. First, Lesley cries out to Laura, “You know, I’ve dreamt of being 
a Broadway actress since I was a little kid. And now I’m here. And I’m not a Broadway actress. 
I’m still just a little kid. And I keep waiting for someone to tell me I made it.” (00:46:15). Initially 
Laura ironically, nevertheless supportingly, attempts to take on the mask as this unspecified 
'someone', but only achieves to slightly reassure Lesley. Next up, Riggan walks in and takes over 
the mask as the 'someone' and does the same thing, but completely without irony, only in a 
sincere and paternal manner, to the effect that Lesley is left perfectly uplifted. But when Riggan 
leaves, Laura starts complaining about being overlooked by Riggan. The crucial point here is that 
while Lesley recognized Riggan as the 'someone', Laura recognized him as her lover, in other 
words, Riggan was simultaneously occupying two different spaces in the Symbolic order. For 
our purposes here, what follows is even more interesting. Lesley takes Laura's head in her hand 
and tells her, “Hey. You're smart. And beautiful. And talented. And I'm lucky to have you. Okay?” 
the exact same words that Riggan just used, that is to say that Lesley, in a sense, puts on the 
mask of Riggan, and then the magic happens - they kiss. So, first we see Riggan occupying the 
symbolic space of this abstract 'someone' and then Lesley occupying the symbolic space of 
Laura's lover, that is Riggan, both producing a very concrete effect, which illustrates the point 
that nothing more than a symbolic semblance of the real thing suffices – the real thing can very 
well be lacking. 
 
Now, approaching this situation from the Lacanian thesis that there is no such thing as a sexual 
relationship it is possible to examine the aspect of desire in this hollow spectacle. If what Laura 
desires in Lesley is the fact that she put on the Riggan mask, and if what Lesley thinks she is 
desired for is that she has now made it, it is clear to see that there is some sort of 
misunderstanding, some sort of disharmony in their respective fantasies. Are we not in a sense 
watching Laura kissing Riggan (the symbolic lover), as well as Leslie being kissed by Riggan 
(the symbolic 'someone')? This is the juncture where the unexpected virtue of ignorance comes 
into play. Because does not ignorance become a virtue in a deadlock of this kind? Is not 
ignorance the only way out? 
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Furthermore, cannot the same be said about Dickinson and Riggan's relationship? Dickinson is 
praising Riggan's play because she thought she was watching supra-realism. A genre where 
actors transgress the metaphorical and enter the literal and where Riggan has abandoned his past 
hunt for some kind of perverted world wide fame, which she despise above all else. But, when he 
says to Sylvia that, “I've got this little voice that talks to me sometimes and tells me the truth. It’s 
comforting. Kinda scary, but comforting”, it is clear that it is exactly the desire for this warped 
admiration, in other words Birdman, that in the end swallows him and makes him pull off the 
trigger (01:35:50). 
 
Maybe the same thing is true for the cinema experience? That when we watch a movie that 
inaugurates strong emotions, feelings and desires we are on some level mis-recognizing the thing 
in the hollow (but still effective) spectacle that actually is connected to the stuff of our 
nightmares, or put in Lacanian terms, connected to the traumatic Real. So, if cinema can tell us, 
very well in a dreamy and convoluted way, something about the traumatic core of our desires, 
which may be good or bad, it will be a topic for discussion whether the unexpected virtue of 
ignorance is an ethical virtue. But what we can say is that the unexpected virtue of ignorance is a 
virtue of desire. 
  
As seen in the analysis above, emptiness or nothingness play critical roles in the movie Birdman 
on several levels: both on the level of the narrative but also on the more general level of the 
cinematic experience as such. Riggan’s desperate hunt to cover the void of nothingness, that 
lurks menacingly in his shadow, seems to develop in a parallel relationship with the movie’s 
overall attempt to portray the magical power of that exact veil that comes to cover up the 
emptiness. This undermining of the magic of the theater/cinema is achieved at an ironical 
distance that exposes the tragicomical situation of Riggan, caught in the never-ending circle of 
ignorantly pushing meaning to its limits in a scenario not far from the myth of Sisyphus. 
Birdman, as an artistic expression, poses the Lacanian paradox that it is exactly these gaps or 
voids that allow for the generation of the most potent meaning making we can possibly attain. By 
covering these up behind veils and spectacles, we find ourselves comfortably ignorant to the 
nothingness of the world, yet possibly shielding ourselves from the awareness of their existence.  
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3.4 Authenticity, Recognition and Nothingness  
Summing up the analysis cinema is inevitably a manifestation of the Symbolic order. The three 
themes of desire, from which we have structured the above analysis, authenticity, recognition 
and nothingness are visualized through symbolization. It is the thematic categorization of 
symbolism that has allowed for this dissection of desire, but the three themes are inherently 
intertwined due to their shared nature and function of desire. The three themes all stem and are 
created from the same foundation, hence the themes constantly intertwine and overlap when 
discussing the function of desire. By having applied the categorizations of desire, onto the 
protagonist, we have acquired a comprehension into which processes in the Self that drive 
desires.  
4. Discussion   
In order to enter a discussion about “how cinema can influence its spectators”, we now intend to 
shift our focus from Birdman and Lacanian text-analysis, to a broader discussion of the 
relationship between the cinema in general and its spectators. As earlier mentioned, Lacanian 
psychoanalysis has been extensively put into use by scholars of cinema theory. The magical 
realm of fiction within cinema is suggested to be the focal point from which we, as spectators, 
are allowed entrance into the domain of the Lacanian Real of our own unconscious. One of the 
pioneers of Lacanian cinema theory was Jean-Louis Baudry, who made the novel innovation of 
associating Lacan’s notion of the mirror-stage with the topology of the cinema. Identification 
with what Baudry calls the transcendental subject, i.e. the camera, makes it possible for the 
spectator to experience enjoyment, similarly to the experience of the toddler in the mirror stage. 
Enjoyment is inevitably connected to desire, and thus to the concept of objet petit a and the 
discourse of the Other. This discussion sets out to explore exactly what desire the spectator of 
contemporary cinema aches for. However, before entering the contemporary, we will take point 
of departure in a critical discussion of Baudry’s initial contribution to cinema theory.  
 
So, firstly we bring back to the table Baudry’s essay Ideological Effects of the Basic 
Cinematographic Apparatus. The point of interest for a discussion of this kind, the field of 
tension, is to be found in Baudry's strict emphasis on the fact that in order for the spectator to 
identify with the camera, the mechanism of cinema has to be concealed, or has to be 
unconscious. Baudry claims that the spectator becomes influenced by, maybe even falls victim 
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to, ideological effects in the cinema, since the cinema substitutes the psychic apparatus of the 
subject with one that is defined by the dominant ideology. Therefore the cinema is an ideological 
machine insofar as it conceals - represses - the basic mechanisms. Baudry's aim is for that reason 
to facilitate reflections on the cinematographic apparatus in order to expose ideological effects. 
“Both specular tranquility and the assurance of one's own identity collapse simultaneously with 
the revealing of the mechanism, that is of the inscription of the film-work.” (1970: 46). To 
illustrate this point Baudry evokes the Russian silent documentary Man with a Movie Camera 
from 1929, which is a feature film without story. In the first minutes of the movie, we are 
presented with an empty cinema hall that gradually becomes full of people, as well as the 
preparation of the film projector. When the projector is ready and the lights are out, the music 
conductor swings his baton as the first lights are projected onto the screen. We are thereby 
presented with all the technicalities of the cinema, and for Baudry, identification with the 
transcendental subject is then disturbed and lost. 
 
Baudry's connection, between Lacan's mirror stage and the cinema, which made him able to 
point out the fact that the spectator's primary identification revolves around the camera, in 
contrast to the actual images, is without a doubt of most importance. But is it not true that in 
modern cinema, and in all other modern visual media, it is evident that the kind of self-awareness 
demonstrated in Man with a Movie Camera thrives everywhere, also in mainstream media. It 
seems to captivate and engage the spectator even more. First of all, whenever you buy a dvd, you 
always get that second disc apart from the movie itself: the behind-the-scenes disc. Here we are 
warmly invited backstage to see how everything is staged when the cameras are not rolling, and 
how the actors walk around out of costume and talk about their roles in interviews. Second of all, 
to mention some examples where the backstage is incorporated directly in the main product, 
music videos are eager to show the stars when they are not on stage, in order to make them more 
personal, authentic and relatable to the fans. For instance in Paul Simon's Diamonds on the Soles 
of her Shoes, where we, in black and white, see everything from the director's positioning of the 
cameras to the sweeping of the sand grains on the “savannah”-set in between clips from the real 
music video, with Paul Simon, his guitar and the dancers, in colors. Or in Beyoncé's 7/11 where 
the whole music video is taped like a home video by Beyoncé herself, thereby making the simple 
technicalities explicit. Also in movies like Dogville, The Blair Witch Project and Paranormal 
55 
 
Activity it seems as if a crucial part of their artistic expression lies in this technical self-
awareness. 
 
We can of course also draw on Birdman in this respect. As we have argued above, Birdman has 
also this quality of self-awareness, which is primarily on the level of narrative, but one could 
argue that it could be expanded to the level of technicalities as well. There is a point in the movie 
where the only thing that is shown is the long hallway (1:17:00). It goes on for around 30 
seconds, and about halfway through, it is almost impossible not to involuntarily think: did the 
movie stop? Insofar this restlessness emerges, the spectator is suddenly reminded of her physical 
presence, her body, and the fact that she is just looking at a screen, thereby breaking the 
identification with the camera, or the transcendental subject, as Baudry would have called it. But, 
when the camera slowly starts floating forward and Riggan steps into our view, everything 
returns to normal, identification with the camera is restored and so is continuity. Most people 
will probably feel just like they have been taking jokingly by the nose and express it with a little 
laugh, and in this way, this short break of identification and continuity achieves at most to be a 
little surprise gimmick.  
 
Another point of critique in Baudry is his emphasis on the dark cinema hall itself as a site of 
captivation, as a sort of copy of Plato’s cave. In the cinema hall we cannot see our fellow 
members of the audience, nor are we allowed to talk with them. Furthermore, the projector is 
hidden away in a room, so even if one should turn around and look, she would only see rays of 
light coming out of a little window. In this way there is guaranteed peace for the audience to 
identify with the camera, and thereby the cinema substitutes the psychic apparatus of the 
spectator with one defined by the dominant ideology. Today, however, it is possible to watch a 
movie literally everywhere. At home, in the car or out in the garden and so on, and people seem 
to have no problems with experiencing the movies to the fullest. Moreover, the technicalities are 
anything but concealed. We sit with laptops in the bed or watch something on the smartphone in 
the train, and it does not disturb our watching the slightest. 
 
Taking these considerations into account, it seems as if Baudry was maybe a bit too optimistic. 
Apparently it takes more to expose and denunciate the ideological effects, than to ‘just’ expose 
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the basic cinematographic apparatus. Or, maybe the question is rather whether Baudry was 
wrong in the first place, or if ideology has just caught up and found away around him.  
 
Leaving the question of ideological effects open, we want to further discuss this phenomenon of 
the backstage entering the front stage. So, in line with the above, it seems as if we nowadays 
expect and anticipate an open door to the backstage room, and that the entertainment industry has 
taken it upon themselves to make sure that we get to see not only what we are ‘supposed’ to see. 
We want it to be authentic; we want to see the real deal. This is evident also in politics, where 
focus on the politician outside of politics, as a normal person, has been intensified. Also 
celebrities are becoming much more stripped of privacy. Previously paparazzis were the ones to 
fear as a star, but now the most intimate information is stolen by hacking via the internet. The 
ultimate example must be reality shows. A show where everything is exposed, and where the 
participants become completely stripped of privacy so we can see every aspect of their lives. So, 
where does this persistence and almost obsessive zeal to find and see the authentic come from? 
So far we have called this anticipation for authenticity, but maybe we can even talk of a desire 
for authenticity in the spectator. As we have argued above, Riggan desires to appropriate the 
kind of authenticity that he sees that Mike has. It seems to be deeply anchored in Riggan that he 
feels like he lacks whatever it is that Mike has. That thing that makes him authentic - objet petit 
a. The irony of it all is then that Mike feels imperfect as well. While he does not pretend on 
stage, he pretends everywhere else. So, this displacement of authenticity correlates perfectly to 
the displacement of desire. The object of need can be reached, and thereby need can be satisfied, 
but the object of desire will forever be displaced. Insofar that there is a parallel between Riggan’s 
impossible hunt for authenticity and the one of the spectator - that is to say that the spectator can 
relate to Riggan - we can maybe talk of a desire for authenticity in the modern consumer of 
mainstream media. 
 
This anticipation or desire for the authentic, which the entertainment industry seems to be happy 
to facilitate, is in a way undermining or outplaying fiction. Why be interested in stories that 
never actually took place, and that people have just made up, when you can see the reality behind 
the curtain? However, according to Žižek, this disinterest in pure fiction is maybe nothing else 
but an escape from the Real in ourselves. 
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“In literature and cinema, there are (especially in postmodern texts) self-reflexive reminders that 
what we are watching is a mere fiction [...] one should rather denounce them for what they are: 
the exact opposite of what they claim to be - escapes from the Real, desperate attempts to avoid 
the real of the illusion itself, the Real that emerges in the guise of an illusory spectacle” (e-book 
version, 2011: 38%).  
 
In light of this, is it not possible to argue that desire for authenticity is fundamentally a desire to 
escape the Real? It seems to be possible to argue it in the case of Riggan. As we have argued 
above, Riggan is constantly trying to make coherent meaning and repress the meaningless. He 
attempts to run away from the trauma of losing past glory, which catches up with him and 
manifests itself in the guise of his schizophrenic other, that is Birdman of course, by striving to 
appropriate the authenticity he sees in Mike. If the same can be applied to the modern consumer, 
then it could be suggested that the spectator as a modern consumer is finding satisfaction in 
repressing a sense of not being it or not having it.  
 
To suppose something like this is of course highly speculative. It is not an attack on critical 
journalism that tries to expose whatever hidden agendas that politicians may have, that is to say, 
not only accepting what is being presented ‘front stage’. But, on the other hand, it seems to not 
suffice to say that people’s interest in the ‘backstage’ of politics and the lives of politicians only 
stem from an injunction to uncover the truth. Or that, in the domain of pop culture and 
celebrities, people only have a warm hearted and sincere concern about the good health of their 
virtual ‘friend’.  
 
So, in line with the psychoanalytical tradition, we have to ask what kind of pleasure people 
derive from the phenomenon and activity they engage themselves with, and maybe this obsession 
and desire for the authentic is in fact a way to blissfully repress something much more painful. 
For the spectator of cinema this suggests that it is exactly in those moments where we become 
completely engulfed by the magic of the cinema, the utter fiction, that we can find the Real of the 
illusion, to borrow a phrase from Žižek. 
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5. Conclusion  
Birdman is a cinematic cocktail of the Real, Imaginary and Symbolic. It becomes a cinematic 
expression of the essence of desire. Chaos reigns and frictions are constant between the egos of 
the characters. With the film’s mixture of deep and shallow and its blurry lines between fantasy 
and realism one could compare the film to the human psyche.  
 
In order to conclude on our project, we will start off with posing the question: what have we 
learned about desire from analyzing Birdman from a Lacanian perspective? One of the main 
conclusions that we have derived at, on the basis of our analysis of Birdman, is the intertwined 
relationship between desire and identity. We see this in the formation of Riggan’s I, in his quest 
for recognition from the other/Other and his desire to be authentic. We form our identity on the 
basis of desire, but as we come to identify ourselves as a ‘someone’, we enter the ‘trap’ of desire, 
creating a vicious cycle of illusive meaning.  
 
Birdman illustrates the paradoxical trap of desire, that makes Lacan so controversial: the 
ambiguity and illusiveness of desire, as a concept to which there exists no actual fulfillment or 
salvation, and behind which emptiness always lurks. This trap of desire is strongly manifested in 
the protagonist. Through our analysis we have come to the understanding that objet petit a is 
both the ‘trap’ but also the illusion of the ego. It is the concept that both create lack and 
fulfillment and it is the force of the struggle that outplays itself within Riggan, in the field of 
tension between the subject and the ego. 
 
In our discussion we have utilized Baudry’s theories on the technicalities of cinema, to try and 
answer the question on how cinema can influence its spectators. This is juxtaposed to our 
analysis of Birdman, where we have chosen to argue for the transparency of desire in a 
contextual and narrative manner. However, by utilizing Baudry as a standing ground for a 
widened discussion, we have exposed that also the technicalities of cinema apparatus can come 
to serve as evokers of desire and identification. The narrative of the movie, is what allows for the 
spectator’s desire to be recognized, our desire to be authentic, and our desire to be verified in our 
own meaning making which covers up the void of nothingness lurking behind the cinematic 
spectacles. Going against Baudry we argue that, since we as spectators are caught in the constant 
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process of projecting ourselves onto the screen, it is only natural that mirroring, and 
identification with the desire of the Other happens on the basis of the storyline being told and the 
characters being presented. We do, however, agree with Baudry when he stresses that it is the 
technicalities of the cinematic apparatus, which create a framework of contextual identification. 
Similarly, the Symbolic order, rooted deep within the human unconscious, functions as a 
framework for our desire to be created and transformed within. Thusly, cinema’s influence on its 
spectators, stems from, not only our identification with the desire of the characters we encounter, 
but also from the cinematic experience of gazing at a screen.  
 
Standing on the finishing line of this project, we can look back upon a long process of trying to 
comprehend the nature of desire. Having been propelled into a Lacanian limbo of utter 
confusion, lost identification and blissful denial, a portal to a new way of viewing the world, has 
ultimately and irreversibly been opened to us. When started this project we were merely students 
to the school of psychoanalysis, but today, however, we have come to understand ourselves as 
fragmented subjects of lack and repression. Furthermore, we have seen the influence that cinema 
can have of its spectators, and we have explored the different takes on the effects of the 
transcendental subject and the content it portrays. So, when we, as spectators, exit the cinema 
hall, do we leave as a different person from the one we were when we entered? Within the 
duration of the movie, we have been subjects to identification with unfamiliar characters, whose 
existence we have never known of before; we have molded new desires through a complex 
interplay between the screen and our gaze, and we have been led into a phantasmatic realm of 
our own unconscious. Last but not least, we have found enjoyment in all of the above. So, how 
are we to say that the cinematic experience does not change us as subjects? How are we to say 
that the subject in itself might not simply be a result of the desires portrayed on the screen? If 
this was, in fact, to be true, then we are only a fragment, non-existing moment away from 
acknowledging the immense power and potential control of cinema.  
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